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InTRODUCTION 
Willa Cather: , the novelist. 
If one were to s peculate on what might be the literary output of a woman bo n 
in Virginia, diploma'd tram a western state university in the nineties, sch led 
in an eastern newspaper office, and graduated from the staff of a popular mo thly 
with metropolitan headquarters and a national circulation, it would be safe o 
look tor some copiousness of material and some breadth of sympathy. And the le 
are the characteristics ot Miss Cather's work. Probably they are accounted or 
by her experience; at any rate they are true of her. The temptation is stro l 
to pursue the theory that Miss Cather is the product ot her changing backgro l 
because her 'Life and Works' are so typmcally related. More otten than not 
maturing artistry comes into its own by slow degrees, starting with conventi nal 
tor.m and conventional subject-matter, and only tardily arriving at individua 
style and substance. That is what accounts tor Fielding's imposing array ot 
early comedies, Scott's excursions into poetic romance, Poe's Byronic 
'Tamerlane' and 'Politian'; and Hawthorne's contributions to the sentimental 
annuals. Maturity and achievement lead genuine creative ability (as it led 
ell these men) back toward fundamentals and into the literary form in which t 
can best express itself. 
Although Wille Cather is generally spoken of as a Western writer, she was bo n 
in Virginia, on a term near Winchester, and lived there until she was eight 
years old. Her ancestors, on both sides, had been Virginia farmers tor thre 
or four generations; they came originally from England, Ireland, and Alsace. 
When Willa Cather was eight years old, her fat her took his family to 
Nebraska and bought a ranch near Red Cloud, a little town on the Burlington 
Railroad named for the famous Sioux warrior . 
Life on a Nebraska ranch, in those days when the country was thinly settled, 
was tull of adventure. Farming was then a second affair in importance; the 
I 
primary occupation was the feeding or great herds or cattle driTen up from 
Texas, and most or the great prairie country from the Missouri River to 
Denver was still open grazing land. The population about Red Cloud was 
largely foreign. SWedes, Danes, Norwegians, Bohemians, Germans, a few 
Russians, and to the north the prosperous French colony or French Canadians 
or st. Anne were those who comprised the inhabitants. 
Willa Cather did not go through school because there was no school near at 
hand. She lived out of doors, winter and summer. She had a pony end spent 
her time riding about the country end getting acquainted with the 
neighbors, whose foreign speech and customs she found extremely interesting. 
Had she been born in that community, she doubtless would have taken these 
things ror granted. But she came to this strange mixture of peoples and 
manners from an old conservative society; from the Valley of Virginia, wher 
the original land grants made in the reigns of George II and George III had 
been going down from father to son ever since, where life was ordered and 
settled, where the people in good families were born good, and the poor 
mountain people were not expected to amount to much. The movement of life 
was slow there, but the quality of it was rich and kindly. There had been n 
element of struggle since the Civil War. Foreigners were looked down upon, 
unless they were English or persons of title. 
An imaginative child , taken from this definitely arranged background, and 
dropped down among struggling immigrants from all over the world, naturally 
found something to think about. struggle appeals to a child more than 
comfort end picturesqueness, because it is dramatio. No child with a spark 
of generosity could have kept trom throwing herself heart and soul into the 
fight these people were making to master the language, to master the soil, t 
and and to et ahead in the world. Those friendships Willa· 
Cather made as a little girl still count immensely for her; and she says she 
could never find time to be bored in that community where the life of every 
family was like that of the Swiss Family Robinson. Lightning and hail and 
prairie fires and drouths and blizzards were always threatening to extin-
guish this family or that. 
''I grew fond of some of the immigrants, particularly the old women who use 
to tell me of their home country. I used to think them underrated, and 
wanted to explain them to their neighbors. I have never found any 
intellectual excitement more intense than I used to feel when I spent a 
morning with one of these pioneer women at her baking or butter-making. 
used to ride home in the most unreasonable state of excitement. I always 
felt as if they told me so much more than they said - as if I had actuall 
got inside another person's skin. No other adventure carries one quite s 
far. 
"Their stories used to go round end round in my heed 8t night. This was, 
with me, the initial impulse. The fi r st two years on the ranch were pro-
bably more important to me as a writer than any that came afterward. Eve 
story I have written since then has been the recollection of some childho 
experience, of something that touched me whi le a youngster. You must kno 
a subject as a child, before you have any idea of writing, to inst i ll int 
it, in a story, the true feeling. I have always had a habit of remember-
ing mannerisms, turns of speech. The phraseology of those people stuck i 
my mind. If I had made notes the material collected would be dead. No, 
it's memory -- the memory that goes with the vocation. I think that most 
of the basic material a writer works with is acquired before the age of 
fifteen. That's the important per i od: when one is not writing. Those 
1. 
years determine whether one's work will be poor or rich.'' 
• "Willa Cather's G. M. Overton and L. Carroll Interviews" - page 103. 
All the while that she was racing about over the country by day, Willa 
Cather was reading at night. She read a good many of the English classics 
aloud to her two grandmothers. She learned Latin early and read it easily. 
However she was soon to exchange the prairie for the schoolroom. When her 
father moved right into the town of Red Cloud she went to high school, and 
she learned her Latin from an old English gentleman, who had the enthusiasm 
of the true scholar and with wham she used to read even after she entered th 
University of Nebraska. 
Whatever she lost or gained in the exchange, the prairie and the pioneers ha · 
given her what no school could have given and no school oould .take: the 
priceless experience of life in the open in a vast untamed country (an 
experience all the more vivid and unforgettable as it came to the quick sene , tive 
I young girl with all the excitement of discovery), a 'love of great spaces, o , 
rolling open countries like the sea,' a habit of taking life's blessings and 
her blows with the pioneers' patient simplicity, a large-hearted sympathy, 
a wide tolerance, a strong desire - not so easily nor so soon to be satisfie 
to give eloquent English tongue to the unsung beauty of the West, to the 
pioneers' inarticulate dreams, their stoic acceptance of the inevitable, the , r 
ready answer to the call of adventure and of the land. 
Reading, meditation, toil, the maturing influence of time, the slow filling- n 
of the reservoirs of memory were to make this possible, and give us the mast rly 
overtures of '0 Pioneers' and 'MY Antonia'. Before these could.be, there wee 
to be the first crude sentimental stories, the false start of the 'Troll Gar en• 
and 'Alexander's Bridge'. 
J Willa Cather must have come to college with Tom outland's and Claude Wheeler s 
thirst for knowledge, their urgent blundering craving for an enlargement of 
their ueraonalities and their experience through contact with the oivilizati na 
and the great men of the past. Did she find a Professor st. Peter to hasten 
the maturing process? Did her mind already fondly dwell on the mellow art of 
living, the supreme efforescence of French culture? All this we can only sur 
mise. The one thing we do know is that she already wrote. 
"Back in the files of the College magazine, there were once several of my 
perfectly honest but very clumsy attempts to give the story of some of the 
Scandinavian and Bohemian settlers who .lived not far from my father's farm 
1. 
These early stories were bald, clumsy, and emotional." 
'The story of some of the Scandinavian and Bohemian settlers •••• bald, clumsy, 
r nd emotional.' That Willa Cather's first stories should deal with her immi-
grant friends might have been expected; that they should be bald, and clumsy, 
~er inexperience easily accounts for; but why should they be emotional? They 
pould not well have been otherwise. 
N1lla Cather's experience of pioneer life had been intimate and varied. She 
was too near it however to treat it with any measure of detachment. As she w a 
both romantic by nature and shy of betraying too much of herself, she was fai 
ro dramatize and sentimentalize, with the not unnatural result that the stor-
~ea failed to satisfy her and she decided that she 'wouldn't write any more 
l bout the country and the people for whom I had a personal feeling.' 
2
• ~ . 
~he graduated from Nebraska University at the age of nineteen, and she spent 
I ~he next few years in Pittsburg teaching and doing newspaper work. She chose 
~hat city rather than New York because she had warm personal friends there. 
rhese were the years when she was learning to write, doing all that work and 
~xperimenting that every writer and painter must do at some time or other to 
I ~ind and perfect his medium. But it was only the winters that Miss Cather 
~pent in Pittsburg. Every summer she went back to Nebraska, Colorado, and 
~yoming. Although she says it was in these years she was learning to write, i~e admits 
• and 2. ~willa Cather's G. M. overton and L. Carroll Interviews." page 156. 
that she spent very little time sitting at a desk. She was much too restless 
for that and much too interested in people, east and west. She believes that 
there is no use beginning to write until you have lived a good deal, and live 
among all kinds of people. But wherever she went, whatever ties she formed, 
she always went back to the plains country. The first year she spent in 
Europe she nearly died of homesickness for it. 'I hung and hung about the 
wheat country in central France,' she says, 'sniffing when I observed a littl~ 
French girl riding on the box between her father's gripping feet on an Amer-
ican mowing machine, until it occurred to me that maybe if I went home to ~ 
own wheat country and my own father, I might be less lachrymose. It's a 
queer thing about the flat country- it takes hold of you, or it leaves you 
perfectly cold. A great many people find it dull and monotonous; they like a 
church steeple, an old mill, a waterfall, country all touched up and furnish-
ed, like a German Christmas card. I go everywhere, I admire all kinds of 
country. I tried to live in France. But when I strike the open plains, some 
thing happens. I'm home. I breathe differently. That love of great spaces, 
of rolling open country like the sea - it's the grand passion of my life. I 
l. 
tried for years to get over it. I've stopped trying. It's incurable.' 
For all of eighteen years, the eighteen years that go from her graduation 
(1895) to the publication of '0 Pioneers!', her first original book (1913), 
she persevered in her resolution not to write about the country and the peop1e 
for whom she had a personal feeling. Her fierce growing and despairing admin-
ation for Henry ~ames confirmed her in it. 
A young writer must needs learn his craft somewhere. As so many future nove,-
1 ista from Maupassant and Zola down to our day, have gone to school to Flaube ~' 
or so many new-fledged poets have tried their strength in impotent but neces1ary 
1. "Willa Cather's G. M. Overton and L. Carroll Interviews" page 169 
~-
It 
' 
and ultimately fruitful imitation of Spenser or of Keats, she went to Henry 
James to learn how to use and to place words. She knew of course that the 
delicate artificiality of his thoughtful style, however perfect a medium 
to convey interplay of thought, perception and feeling in characters super-
sensitive and refined, was unfit to sing the epic beauty of the West. She 
had given that up. And, for all she was to say later, that she never ceased 
•trying to compromise between the kind of matter that my experience had giver 
me, and the manner of writing, which I admired,' she never did compromise; 
turning a deaf ear to the sirens that said, 'write of the west and of thyself ~ ' 
she chose instead to 'write well.' 
The result was 'The Troll Garden ( l g05) and 'Alexander's Bridge (1912). 
But there are ten years between her graduation and the publication of 'The Tr,)ll 
Garden', ten years which Willa Cather was wise enough to spend not in writi~ 
but in making herself worthy to write by first acquiring an experience of 
people and of the world. For what did she know of the world? However deep 
and intense her experience had been, it was a narrow one. Beyond pioneer 
Nebraska and the college campus all was 'terra incognita' to her. 
She set out in a spirit of gay adventure, going East (Europe) and living in 
the East, yet always coming back to the West to breathe her own native air, t ~ at 
~ast by West and west by East, take note of the changes going on and altering · .. 
(altering for the worse, she thought) the country she knew best -for these w~re 
the fateful years when industrial exploitation of the soil was replacing the Pld 
p pen grazing, and the first generation, the pioneers and builders with the 
large vision and the unbounded hopes, were replaced by matter-of-fact small-
town business men. 
She wrote next to nothing, content, whether doing journalistic work or 
teaching in Pittsburg, traveling and sojourning in France, or roaming about 
Wyoming, Colorado, and her own Nebraska, to feel and to live, secretly stori ~ 
in memories and knowledge, taking in those precious vignettes of French life 
and Spanish landscape that were to delight the reader of 'One or Ours', 'The 
Professor's House' or 'Death Comes for the Archbishop', laying by or adding 
to that deep intimate knowledge of the plains that was to give such strength 
and substance to her books tram '0 Pioneers!' on to her latest. 
Miss Cather's first published book was a volume of verse 'April Twilights'. 
While she was in Pittsburgh she had been working from time to time on a 
collection of short stories. In 1904 she sent the manuscript of this volume of 
stories, entitled 'The Troll Garden' into the publishing house of McClure 
Phillips. The manuscript came under the eye of that most discerning of Amer 
ican editors, s. s. McClure, who had already so many discoveries to his cred t. 
He telegraphed Miss Cather to come to New York at once for a conference. He 
published her book, and published several stories from it in 'McClure's 
Magazine.' Two of these, 'The Sculptor's Funeral' and 'Paul's Case' attract 
ed wide attention, and for several years imitations of them kept turning up i~ 
the manuscript bags of New York editors. 
Two years after he accepted her book of short stories, s. s. McClure offered 
Miss Cather a position on his magazine. She joined the McClure staff in the 
winter of 1906. Two ~ears later she became managing editor of McClure's, anc 
held that position for tour years. During that period of editorial work she 
wrote very little. She traveled a great deal, in Europe and in the American 
southwest, Arizona and New Mexico. In, l912 she gave up editorial work and 
wrote her first novel 'Alexander's Bridge'. 
Her editorial work, fortunately, proved as little absorbing as her journalis-
tic activity and her schoolwork had been, and Willa Cather again had time fo~ 
sojourns especially in New Mexico, where she listened with what eagerness 
the reader of 'Death Comes tor the Archbishop' can imagine, to tales of the 
Spanish conquest and the Spanish missions and, her heart beating like Thea 
or Tom Outland's, first came upon those sacred spots of humanity's early 
history (she was to make us feel they were sacred), the Indian Cliff Dwelli 
It was in the imporiant year of 1913 that Willa Cather published '0 Pioneers• 
her first original work and the first of a fast-growing series of remarkable 
books. 
The story of her books becomes henceforth the story of her life. Wherever 
she lived now she carried all her books in her. 
nberg 
• 
DEATH COMES FOR THE ARCHBISHOP 
Briefly the theme: 
Miss Cather tells the story of a French priest who in the middle years of th 
last century, went to New Mexico as Vicar Apostolic and became archbishop of 
Santa Fe. With him also went Father Joseph Vaillant, friend of his early 
seminary days in France. The two labored together devotedly and by their 
love and wisdom won the Southwest for the Catholic Church. It was after 
forty years of good works in his diocese that death came for the archbishop, 
and he ley before the high altar in the church which he had built. He died , 
according to the authon 'of having lived'. Regarding the facts, it seems to 
me, that "Death Comes to the Archbishop" bears a close resemblance in the 
main outline of ita story, to the course of events as I learned them in the 
history of New Mexican Catholici~. Father Latour and his lifelong com-
panion Father Vaillant, are portrayed as bringing with them ell the 
subtlety and sophistication of French missionary priests, the ~stic aplendo 
of Rome. The dignity of Father Latour could look straight into the eyes of 
his friend, the Navajo chief Eusebio, or meet the piercing blue gaze ot Kit 
Carson, gallant soldier under orders, who hunted the Navajos. This dignity 
of the main character is one of the outstanding features ot the book. 
action: 
Undoubtedly one ot the factors which make for the success ot this book is 
tne Bkill with which the writer has used the richly tavored end varied 
elements at her disposal. The society she describes is a curious assortment 
of racial types, including American ecclesiastics, Spaniah 'rancheros', 
adventurers of the Kit Carson kind, and Mexican Indians. MOreover it was a ociety 
in a state of transition. Barbariam end civilization mingle on the same pa 
/0 . 
I 
and es though this were not enough, there runs through the story as an under 
tone, memories ot rural France. The two priests are fascinating themselves. Their 
moments of homesickness are beautifully described; they are shown as lonely, ~ery 
human in their perplexities end worries, but endowed with supernatural heroi1~. I 
must admit that there was not much lite to the story. The only time there w~s 
any real action was when Father Vaillant 'shooed' the Mexican cook out of th~ 
kitchen and prepared a roast that he could eat. 
Other writera might have made the story an exciting and dr~tio narrative, 
because the days ot the story were stirring adventurous times, but Miss Cath, r 
has softened the story as it were, it is an epic of silence, an elegy. In 
recounting the lives of her characters she chooses by preference their 
moments of calm reflection; when she wished to throw the long tradition ot 
the priesthood into relief against the primitive background ot the new land 
she seizes upon a contrast which is deep without being violent; she seems to 
see the various characters and the action as one who broods end dreams over ip.e 
. I 
past. The tumult end the fighting reach us but dimly. What we get is a sen~~ ot 
something tar ott and beautiful -- the picturesqueness and the fragrance ot 
the peat, more than the past itself, pictures softened by time and appearing 
suddenly from nowhere. 
In a garden overlooking Rome, a cardinal drinks his wine and discusses the 
appointment ot a new bishop tor a vague and distant see. That bishop . came 
all the way from the Great Lakes, struggles with paganiam, rides mi~ea over 
the desert to perform a belated marriage ceremony over the Mexicans whose 
f children he had baptized, and some times he dreams ot the great cathedral th, ~ 
shall some day rise in that savage land; but, at night he cooks himaelt a soup 
with 'nearly a thousand years of history' in it, and -- it is in the sense of 
l 
I I · 
"After supper was over and the toasts had been drunk, the boy 
Pablo wee called in to play tor the company while the gentlemen 
smoked. The banjo always remained a foreign instrument to 
Father Latour; he found it more than e little savage. When 
this strange yellow boy played it, there was softness and languor 
in the wire strings - but there was also a kind or madness; 
the recklessness, the call of wild countries which ell these men 
had felt and followed in one way or another. Through clouds 
or cigar smoke, the scout and the soldiers, the Mexican 'rancheros' 
and the priests, sat silently watching the bent head end the 
crouching shoulders ot the banjo player, and his see-sawing yellow 
hand, which sometimes lost all form and became a mere whirl of 
l 
metter in motion, like a patch of sandsto~." 
Of such memories, as it were, is the action of the book make up. There is 
really no plot, but there is a continuous passage of beauty; there is of 
course no suspense, and the events do not seem to take place one after another, 
because, all things being merely past, there is no time but one. Conaequentlj ~ 
the book should be read slowly, to be savored tram paragraph to paragraph. 
Another outstnading passage of beauty is this: 
"Father Latour judged that just as it was the white man's way 
to assert himself in any landscape, to change it, to make it 
over a little (at least to leave some mark or mamorial of his 
sojourn) it was the Indian's way to pass through a country 
without disturbing anything. To pass and leave no trace, like 
fish ~hrough the water, or birds through the air. It was e.s ·it 
the greet count ry were asleep and they wished to carry on their 
lives without awakening it; or as if the spirits or earth and 
1. "Death Comes to the Archbishop" chapter 5. 
/;( . 
air and water were things not to be antagonized or aroused. When they 
hunted it was with the same discretion; the Indian hunt was never a 
slaughter. The land and all that it bore they treated with considers-
1. 
tion; not attempting to improve it -- they never desecrated it." 
The at le. 
Simple, unaffected, narrative style with admirable simplicity and economy are 
the keynotes in which Miss Cather has accurately painted a pioneer baekgro I 
rich in many elements. The work is a sort of historical novel-writing which 
looks easy and is just the opposite. The clear prose style used is singular 
appropriate to the subject . and has poignant beauty. The style is something I 
which sounds out as from a thousand years. ago • . The aimp;Lic._ity__ .ot it gives a 
singular quality to the book which produces a deep and artless tone. The 
fine descriptions of the cactus country and the adobe and red canyon walls 
were excellent. The book makes one feel that by some literary magic, and 
art, an Angelus bell is ringing; while its note lasts life is broken up and 
held in suspension. I cannot exactly explain the beauty of this style, but 
allow me to quote to you a passage from the book to show you the superb che 
f it. 
"Beautiful surroundings, the society of learned men, the charm of noble 
women, the graces of art, could not make up to him for the loss of those 
light-hearted mornings of the desert, for that wind that made one a boy 
again. He had noticed that this peculiar quality in the air of new coun-
tries vanished after they were tamed by men and made to bear harvests. 
Parts of Texas and Kansas that he first knew as open range had since been 
made into rich farming distr~cts, .and the air of that same Texas and Ken-
sas had quite lost that ligttness, that dry aromatic odour. The 
1. "Death Comes for the Archbishop" - chapter 7 
/3 
moisture of plowed lend, the heaviness of labor, and growth and 
grain-bearing, utterly destroyed it; one could breathe that only on 
the bright edges of the world, on the great grass plains or the 
sagebrush desert. 
That air would disappear from the whole earth in time, perhaps, but 
long after this day. He did not know when it had become so 
necessary to him, but he had come beck to die in exile for the sake 
of it. Something soft, and wild end free, something that whispered 
to the ear on the pillow, lightened the heart, softly, softly picked 
the look, slid the bolts, and released the prisoned spirit of man 
tnto the wind, into the blue and gold, into the morning, into the 
1. 
morning!" 
The descriptions in the book were beautifully done. Aa.ide from the pages teJ~ing 
of the grandeur of that rolling country in its pioneer days, some of the 
outstanding descriptions were the following: the one describing the dream 
of Father Latour's life - the greet simple cathedral of Santa Fe, in the 
Romanesque of his native Auvergne; the description of the cruel expulsion of 
\the Navajos and the weary trek beck to the country which had been their birth 
f ight of centuries. In the towns adobe houses were eventually mixed with 
~ox-like frame dwellings with scrolled porches. Orchards sprang up from 
~he dry switches which Fr. Latour had brought beck in desperate jJurneys 
across the country, and on his little pond, piped with water from the Sante 
re creek, a hundred lotus blossoms floated, progeny of five bulbs he had 
I ~lipped into his valise in Rome. Finally comes the exquisite description of 
~ow his vigil ended and with it a bright chapter in the history of his church 
~nd of that amorphous United States w~ich was welding_ slowly the bonds of a 
n~tion. Something was passing forever with the life of the archbispop, some-
1 • "Deeth Comes to the Archbishop" Chapter 4. 
thing which Miss Cather makes so achingly beautiful, that one is thankful it 
will linger in her book and in the memories of those who have read it. 
The author's perspective. 
Here as everywhere in her works the author shows her belief that death is th 
fortunate escape of the soul. Death overtakes the old archbishop just when 
his idealism is about to be shattered - death comes just in time. Her idea 
of spiritual realism is ever present, life is merely a penance of the soul. 
Medieval asceticism permeates the story, that is, death is the beautiful es-
cape from disillusion and failure, and all those things which you or I or th 
archbishop consider 'success' in life, are really only romantic idealisms. 
She gives us in this story a new point of view as to what really constitutes 
success in lite. According to the theme, the saving of our soul is what we 
are in the world for, and if this is accomplished then our life has been 
successful. 
The realism, naturalism and other outstanding ~yalities Qf the ~. 
The craftsmanship of the story if superb. The wild ~sterious country, and 
the different types of humanity with which she deals are all portrayed with 
expertness and yet, never are they overdone. Weird adventures are related 
with a restraint which make the narrative all the more effective. I think 
the poet, the psychologist, and the preacher are all there, but they are hel 
in the leash by the novelist. The story proceeds uninterruptedly through 
light and shadow to its end. 
Undoubtedly the story is not a novel, whatever ita publishers may wish to ca 
it. It is what I should term imaginative biography. There is a wealth of 
inaginary detail and historical data. Certainly to the pageant of America's 
making no novelist has contributed more than Willa Cather. One by one her 
stories have built up the epics of the pioneer - that slow fruitful process 
\l 
to make, not only with his hands but with his spirit, a lite secure and 
beautiful. Thia latest idea of a secure and beautiful life is laid in a new country, 
among towering 'messes' and 'conical red hills' and stunted 'junipere' of 
New Mexico, but it is the pioneer novel nevertheless. The Indiana ot the 
ancient pueblos, the bold flashing-eyed Spaniards, and the Mexicans who 
pushed across the desert are all painted with reality • 
.An appreciation: 
It is not the type of story which those who liked 'The Lost Lady' or 'My 
Antonia' will enjoy. Ita theme is too different --Catholic prelates and 
Mexico. It should be remembered that when a novelist deprives herself of 
the factors usually relied on by those of her craft, and depends for sus-
taining the readers' interest on the adventures of two mission pries~ she 
undertakes a pretty difficult task. There is no love. ·story, in the usual 
acceptation of the phrase, nor is there any intricate plot or baffling mystez~ 
to set our wits at work in anticipating the conclusion. Linking together a 
number of otherwise unconnected episodes, are the personalities of Father 
Latour end Father Vaillant, that is all there is to the book, and yet I found 
'Death Comes to the Archbishop' a story of absorbing interest. 
r 
A LOST LADY 
Briefly the theme : 
Thirty or forty years ago, in one of' those grey towns along the Burlington 
railroad., which ere so much greyer today then they were then, there was a 
house well known tor its hospitality and for a certain charm of ataosphere. 
This house, the home of Captain Forrester, railroad builder, and his wife 
Marian is the scene of Miss Cather's perfectlY wrought story. Captain 
Forrester was a bluft., but chivalrous gentleman who in his strength and 
dignity looked like the pictures of Grover Cleveland, and as for Marian 
For~eater, there was never any one like her in her best days. She is 
pictured throught the eyes of a young man to whom she was all charm and rollll ~ce 
and who, when he had lost his ideal of her, lost the most beautiful thing 
that lite had thus far held tor him. She passed out of his lite entirely bu 11 
years afterward, when one ot the Sweet Water boys brought him a message, f'ro~ 
his lost lady, she returned to him 'a bright impersonal memory.' 
In this book Miss Cather reveals herselt as a pitiless analyst. The novel 
portrays, to be exact, an American Emma Bovary, buried in the grass ot a sms1 1 
town. From adventure to adventure, from tell to tall, the Lost Lady ends up 
by marrying one of her servants. The book is rich in intuitions. Its 
gloomy atmosphere enhances the feeling of the tragedy ot suppreaae:d lives an 
the ensuing moral decadence. 
The characters: 
It is in the characters ot 'A Lost Lady' that Miss Cather seems to lose her 
bearings. The lost lady lives in the open West, end that is the only 
resemblance between her and the other major characters. Yet the di,tinotion 
of' the other characters is not that they live end work where pioneers or 
artists do, but that they have in them the stuff of which pioneers are made: 
health, courage, a desire for freedom, a will to achieve. If they come thro~~h 
the conflict, their victories are worth winning. If they fail, their failure~ 
are tragic because they have the possibilities of victory in them. But the 
lost lady is a weakling and a ne'er-do-well. She is a tarnished creature whc~e 
immorality lies not so much in the infraction of laws and precepts as in the rect 
that such a life as hers is inherently self-defeating. She is not even bril ~ant­
ly alluring. The Elizabethans, with their sure word-usage, did well to call 
such a woman a 'drab'• Miss Cather's reel creative work has been with real]J 
creative and colorful people. 
Aside from the failure of the main character, I do not think that Miss Cathei has 
ever managed to create so many striking minor personages; never has she creat!d 
so adroit end accurate an atmosphere; never has she fused all her materials 
into so single-minded end exquisitely concise a narrative. 
The construction and the atmosphere of the story: 
Indeed from the standpoint of construction, 'A Lost Lady' is extraordinarily 
good. It has its beginning, its middle and its end. So far as plot goes, it 
is perhaps a little slender, but in it all Miss Cather's gifts have reached 
their full maturity and given it a quality of aching beauty unsurpassed in 
contemporary fiction, English or American. It is dramatic end arresting, 
a glamorous achievement. Through the eyes of the boy, Niel, the reader sees 
the Forrester household - the Captain, on whom his wife depends, grow old and 
die; their friends and money disappear; the slow coarsening of Mrs. Forrester 
and the life she had inspired about her crumble until she too disappears, to 
be heard of afterwards only by rumor. The reader watches the house-party at 
~weet Water at the very beginning of the story without the slightest suspicio~ 
lof anything wrong till the man who has taken Mrs. Forrester out driving in a 
\! 
l 
sleigh pulls orr his gloves. 
"His eyes, sweeping the winding road and the low enow"oovered 
hills, had something wolfish in them. 
'Be careful, Frank. My rings! You hurt mel' 
'Then why don't you take them off? You always used to •••••• '" 
1. 
And in that phrase Miss Cather fixes the attention with a dramatic skill it 
is impossible to admire or envy too completely. It is in the handling of sue 
situations, however unpleasant, that she shows that restraint which make her 
so superb an artist. Niel, for example, unable to sleep one morning, gets 
up early and goes out into the fields and comes upon a thicket of wild roses, 
just beginning to open. 
"Where they had opened, their petals were stained with that burning 
rose-color which is always gone by noon - a dye made ot sunlight 
and morning and moisture, so intense that it cannot possibly last 
••••• must fade, like ecstasy. Niel took out his knife end began 
to cut the stiff stems, crowded with red thorns. 
He would make a bouquet for a lovely lady; a bouquet gathered from 
the cheeks of morning, these roses, only half awake, in the 
defenceleseneas of utter beauty. He would leave them just outside 
one of the French windows ot her bedroom. When she opened her 
shutters to let in the light she would find them - and they would 
perhaps give her a sudden distaste for coarse worldlings like 
Frank Ellinger. 
After tying his flowers with a twist of meadow grass, he went 
up the hill through the grove and softly rotind the still house to 
the north side of Mrs. Forrester's own room, where the door-like 
shutters were closed. As he bent to place the flowers on the sill, 
1. 'A Lost Lady' Chapter 1. 
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-he heard from within a woman's soft laughter; impatient, indulgent, 
teasing, eager. Then another laugh, very different, a man's. And it 
. 1. 
was fat and lazy - ended in something like a yawn." 
But this story like all Miss Cather's work, is difficult to select quotationc 
from. Beautifully developed to its end, it is something to read; and its 
haunting loveliness lingers in the mind afterwards with the delicacy of musi • 
Miss Cather's gift s and fine perceptions, manifest in even her first novels, 
are here crystallized into a wholeness and harmony of narrative and feeling 
which has all the freshness, the vitality and understanding of her earlier 
work with a clear, added beauty of ita own • . 
The book is supreme as a portrait, supreme as the record of inevitable inci-
dents, one leading to the other, entirely and wholly free from blemishes ef I 
artifice and subterfuge; the culminating product of a unique and frugal tale t 
which, indeed, borders at times closely upon genius. The characters stand 
out against their background in exquisite relief - the lost lady herself; th 
Captain; Niel Herbert and his uncle Judge Pommeroy; 'Ivy' Peters with his 
hard red face which 'looked as if it were swollen from bee-stings, or from 
an encounter with poison ivy,' and the unblinking hardness of his small, 
staring eyes; the Ogdens; and Frank Ellinger. They have the same individual 
ity of life, and if the central purpose of a novelist is the creation of 
characters who move and breathe and lend atmosphere to the story, Miss Cathe 
may be rightly considered something more than merely competent, or even 
gifted. Perhaps she is, actually, something much more than that. In 
addition to her rich, abundant sense of verisimilitude in drawing character, 
her sense of form and charm of style, she brings a deep and instinctive 
feeling for nature to the composition of her novels which has ita true roots 
and origin in the vast rolling landscape of her Middle West. 
1. 'A Lost Lady' - Chapter 4. 
Always apparent in her work, thie feeling has matured and deepened in each 
successive pie~e of writing she has done, till in 'A Lost Lady' it approache~ 
positive wizardry, and she conveys an actual illusion of the passage of the 
seasons. As the reader watches Mrs. Forrester sip her port before the fire, her 
garnet ear-rings twinkling in the dancing light, for example, he is almost 
physically aware of the cold outside pressing against the window-panes, the 
snow and the bitter wind stalking under the black, frozen trees. Situation ~ o less 
than character and descriptions are given an equally arresting beauty and 
reality. Slight as the whole thing is in substance, it has power and compac~­
ness, an intensity which makes the story linger in the memory afterwards 
with all the exquisite regret and glamour of a charming legend. 
Descriptions: 
Among the very beautiful descriptions with which the book is loaded are the 
following which impressed me: 
"When the roast was well under Way, Black Tom, very formal in a white 
waistcoat and high collar, poured the champagne. Captain Forrester 
lifted his glass, the frail stem between his thick fingers, end 
glancing round the table at his guests and at Mrs. Forrester, said, 
'Happy days!' 
It was the toast he always drank at dinner, the invocation he was 
sure to utter when he took a glass of whiskey with an old friend. 
Whoever had heard him say it once, liked to hear him say it again. 
Nobody else could utter those two words as he did, with such gra~ity 
and high courtesy. It seemed e solemn moment, seemed to knock at 
the door of Fate; behind which all days, happy and otherwise, were 
hidden. · Niel drank his wine with a pleasant shiver, thinking that 
nothing else made li~e seem so precarious, the future so cryptic and 
~ I 
unfathomable, as that brief toast uttered by the massive man, 'Happy 
days!'" 1. 
The following is a g~ of that power of the description of beauty of nature 
which Miss Cather has so well mastered. 
"An impulse of affection and guardianship drew Niel up the poplar-
bordered road in the early light, - though he did not go near the 
house itself, but at the second bridge cut round through the meadow 
and on to the marsh. The sky was burning with the soft pink and 
silver of a cloudless summer dawn. The heavy, bowed grasses splashed 
him to the knees. All over the marsh, snow-on-the-mountain, globed w ~h dew, 
made cool sheets of silva~, and the swamp milk-weed spread ita flat, 
raspberry-coloured clusters, There was an almost religious purity 
about the fresh morning air, the tender sky, the grass and flowers 
with the sheen of early dew upon them. There was in all living things 
something limpid and joyous - like the wet, morning call of the birds, 
flying up through the unstrained atmosphere. Out of the saffron 
east a thin, yellow, wine-like sunshine began to gild the fragrant 
meadows and the glistening tops of the grove. Niel wondered why he 
did not often come over like this, to see the day before men end their 
activities had spoiled it, while the morning was still unsullied, like 
a gift handed down from the heroic ages. 
Under the bluffs that overhung the marsh he came upon thickets at 
2. 
! wild roses, with flaming buds, just beginning to open." 
~d still another description which held me was Miss Cather's following one 
in which she comments so beautifully on the pioneer era. 
"With the summer months Judge Pomeroy's health improved, and as soon 
1. 'A Lost Lady' Chapter 4 
2. 'A Lost Lady' Chapter 7 
r. 
as he was able to be back in his office, Niel began to plan to return t< 
Boston. It was a melancholy time for him. He was in e f~ver of impatiE f ce 
to be gone, and yet he felt that he was going away forever, and was mak ~ 
the final break with everything that had been dear to him in his boyhooc. 
The people, the very country itself, were changing so fast that there wc~ld 
be nothing to come back to. 
He had seen the end of an era, the sunset of the pioneer. He had come 
upon it when already its glory was nearly spent. so in the buffalo time a 
a traveller used to come upon the embers of a hunter's fire on the 
prairie, after the hunter was up and gone; the coals would be trampled 
out, but the ground was war.m, and the flattened grass where he had 
slept and where his pony had grazed told the story. 
This was the very end of the road-making West; the men who had put 
plains and mountains under the iron harness were old; some were poor, 
and even the successful ones were hunting for rest and a briet reprieve 
from death. It was already gone, that age; nothing could ever bring it 
back. The taste and smell and song of it, the visions those men had 
seen in the air and followed, - these he had caught in a kind of afterglow 
1. 
in their own faces, - and this would always be his." 
Thus it is that 'A Lost Lady' shows us the end of an era. Shyster and 
speculator are everywhere evicting the pioneer and the builder. 'A generatipn 
of shrewd young men, trained to petty economies by hard times' had replaced 
the first settlers. The Old West Hearth had been settled by dreamers, grea~-
hearted adventurers who were unpractical to the point of magnificence; a 
courteous brotherhood, strong in attack but weak in defence, who could 
conquer but could not hold. Now all the vast territory they had won was to 
be at the mercy of men like Ivy Peter's, who had never dared anything, neve:r 
1. 'A Lost Lady' Chapter 9. 
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risked anything. 
The curtain drops on Ivy Peters the happy proprietor of the Forrester's hous« 
I 
and a married man. Mrs. Forrester dies in the Argentine as the wife of a •r ch 
cranky old Englishman,' a ranchman whom she evidently married for his money. 
Conclusion: ~ appreciation. 
'A Lost Lady• is Miss Cather's version of the loveliness whose appointed tasl · 
it is to include virtue as the whole includes the parts, and whose failure t ll 
be born with the strength of this high destiny is the supreme tragedy. The 
author does not preach. Perhaps that is why in the end the reader pauses ov 
the 'lost lady' of her story with pity, with the sorrowful sense of somethin~ 
beautiful drawing strength and vitality from rotten soil. Books with sub-
stance to them or endowed with haunting beauty set you thinking of other 
attempts to grasp the elusive mysterious secreta of living, those dooms and 
perplexities and surprises which sink deeper and deeper into the conaciousnee~ 
as one grows older. 'A Lost Lady' for all its simplicity has this power. It~ 
story means more on each recall. It is to the eye and perhaps to the first in-
pression the slenderest of Miss Cather's novels; it is also, I think, one of 
her most perfect. She has constantly struggled to achieve the synthesis of 
qualities which alone can make a novel really fine, and in this book, short 
and slight as it is, she has achieved it. There would be no excuse for calli~ 
it a great novel - it is not that; but there would be equally little excuse f l r 
not recognizing the fact that it is that very rare thing in contemporary liter-
ature, a nearly perfect one. It is neither •novelette• not full-length novel 
It is a complete and significant action distilled so that the whole of ita 
sparkling potency brims without over-flowing the small crystal vessel of its 
form. It is a brief but charming little opus. Too short for a novel, yet to~ full 
and good for a short story, - t'is simply a little work of art. In short, let ~s say, 
Miss Cather has written her story of the modern Cytherean, and she has 
written it more beautifully than any one before her. It is an accomplished 
portrait, a masterpiece of concise narrative where every stroke tells, a 
dramatic moving story whose 'haunting loveliness lingers in the mind after-
warda with the delicacy of music', and leaves behind a feeling of subtle 
pathos such as made Wordsworth exclaim: 
Men are we, and must grieve when even the Shade 
Of that which once was great is pasa'd away. 
And just one more point before closing. There is ample opportunity in this 
story of a passionate woman, for her friend the author, to moralize and 
deplore. Such temptations are rigorously resisted. At no point are we 
asked to applaud or denounce. The reader is reduced to his proper function 
of being allowed to watch and observe and keep his mouth shut. To know 
Captain Forrester and Marian Forrester is to have an understanding of a 
certain age and class in America. 
" 
IAT .1i!YA NI\ER' S BRIDGE 
Briefly the ~: 
A haunting three cornered story in which the hand of Nemesis strikes 
warningly at a successful young bridge builder whose powerful equipment has 
one vulnerable spot. He knows his duty to the beautiful, salt-reliant 
woman who ia his wife, yet he yields to the comforting spell of his first 
sweetheart who enters his life for the second time at his zenith end revives 
all the tender old feeling. Alexander temporizes, agonizes through several 
years of irresolution, then forfeits his right to set his lite in order. The 
incidents are those out ot which many a domestic tragedy grows; it is the 
author' a handling of those incidents that gives the s:tory its distinction end 
force. 
The scene of Miss Cather's first novel is laid in Boston and London. Bartle' 
Alexander is a builder of bridges. A man of elemental restless force, he 
realizes that the success which has made him temous has forced upon him exact·Ly 
the kind of life he had determined to escape. Confronted by the possibility )f 
a calm, secure middle age, he feels as if he were being buried alive. At thJ~ 
critical period he meets again e girl whom he had known in his struggling atu~~ent 
days at Beaux Arts. She is like his youth calling to him. Yet he can reapoiJ ~ only 
through a duplicity that is abhorrent to him. 
In scope and treatment 'Alexander's Bridge' bears comparison with 'A Lost Lad·~'. 
The situation is treated with subtlety, in a manner both restrained and 
penetrating. Struggle and tragedy are always near to the surface marked 
clearly with an impending fatality. Miss Cather tells with great a:rtiatic sk·il-11 
a story that is brilliant and sympathetic in its reflections ot characters ana 
lite. 
.:u, 
A psycholo~ical study: 
Alexander's Bridge was a psychological study, the portrait of a man, an 
engineer ('a natural torce'(l9), 'a powerfully equipped nature'(21) ), 
involved in a liaison with a London actress and living a double life - his 
calm, orderly life with his wife, a char1mng Boston aristocrat who satisfies 
her husband's taste for comtort, refinement, stability; his passionate 
love for the actress, not an aristocrat but a living woman. 
"In his feeling for his wife there was all the tenderness, all the 
pride, all the devotion of which he was capable. There was everything 
1. 
but energy." 
"He found himself living exactly the kind of life he had determined to 
escape. Hardships and difficulties he had carried lightly; overwork 
had not exhausted him; but this deed calm of middle life which confront d 
him - of that he was afraid. He was not ready for it. It was like bei ~ 
buried alive. The one thing he had really wanted all his lite was to b 
2. 
free." 
~he trouble is that he dare not be free. He fails to choose between Boston a d 
freedom, wavers on and finally ('I am not a man who can live two livea'(l04) 
~oes to pieces as his most ambitious bridge collapses. 
"Alexander' a Bridge'' is an unconvincing book. There are beautiful passages i 
. t (London and Boston interiors, London and Boston sunsets), the book is well 
~onstructed and reads smoothly, yet Lloyd Morris's criticism of it is right. 
'Alexander's Bri dge' he says, is a •slight story almost flawless in torm but 
rholly deficient in the sustaining illusion of reality." 
f he book fails because, however real the problem that confronts its hero, he 
~ever (or hardly ever) quite comes to life, nor is his accidental death a 
· atisfactory solution of his dilemma. The book, in other words, characteris-
ically Willa Cather's as it depicts a crisis in a man of forty ('in his 
• ''Alexander's Bridge" page 144. 
r- "Alexander's Bridge" page 49 • 
dangerous middle age his unexhausted youth fermented within him, is a 
failure as Willa Cather does not allow her hero to 'live out his pptentiali 
ties' (16). 
The characters: 
Only one character stands out clearly after a reading of"Alexander's Bridge 
and that is Alexander himselt. He seems to be the only character in the bo 
really alive, the rest are dreamers. He is the bridge builder who began liJr 
'with little respect for anything but youth and work and power.' To continue 
with the author's own description: 'He married a woman of much more 
discriminating taste and much more clearly defined standardsJ He admires a 
believes in the social order of which she is really a part, though he has 
been only a participant. Just so long as his ever-kindling energy exhibits 
itself only in his work, everything goes well. 
The same qualities which made for his success involve him in a personal 
relationship - with an actress, a youthful lover - which poisons his peace 
of mind and dissipates his working power. · His behavior changes but his ideas 
do not. 
"He was the kind of man who had to think well of himself. His 
relation with his wife was not a usual one; when he hurt her, he 
hurt his self-respect and lost his sense of power. His bridge 
fell because he himself had been torn in two ways and had lost his 
singleness of purpose which mekea a man effective. He had fai~ed 
to give it the last ounce or himself, the ounce that puts through 
1. 
every great undertaking." 
Perhaps the beat commentary on 'Alexander's Bridge' is that this explication 
would be necessary for many readers. 
1. 'Alexander's Bridge' Conclusion Chapter 12. 
Descriptive passages worthy of mention because of their beauty: 
'When Alexander awoke in the morning, the sun was just rising through 
pale golden ripples of cloud, and the fresh yellow light was beginning 
to vibrate through the pine woods. The white birches, and their little 
. unfolding leaves, gleamed in the lowland and the marsh meadows were 
already coming to life with their first green, a thin, bright color whicl 
had run over them like fire. AS the train rushed along the trestles, 
thousands of wild birds rose screaming into the light. The sky was 
1. 
already a pale blue and of the clearness of crystal.' 
The foregoing passage is a description of the Canadian countryside on Alex-
ander'a last morning. It was at the end of the mentioned train ride that he 
met his death. 
'He did not like coming and going across that bridge, or remembering the 
man who built it. And he was, indeed, the same man who used to walk 
that bridge at night, promising such things to himself and to the stars 
And yet, he could remember it all so well; the quiet hills sleeping in 
the moonlight, the slender skeleton of the bridge reaching out into the 
river, and up yonder, alone on the hill, the big white house; upstairs, 
in Winifred's window, the light that told him she was still awake and 
still thinking of him. And after the light went out he walked along, 
taking the heavens into his confidence, unable to tear himself away 
from the magic of the night, unwilling to sleep because longing was so 
sweet to him, and because for the first time since first the hills were 
hung with moonlight, there was a lover in the world. And always there as 
the sound of the rushing water underneath, the sound which, more than a , ~-
thing else, meant death; the wearing away of things under the impact of 
physical forces which men could direct but never circumvent or diminish 
1. 'Alexander's Bridge' - Chapter 10, pages 150-151. 
Then in the exaltation of love, more than ever it seemed to him to mean 
death, the only other thing as strong as love. Under the moon, under the 
cold splendid stars, there were only those two things awake and sleepless; 
1. 
death and love, the rushing river and his burning heart.• 
The above paragraph is the only inkling we have during the entire story to 
the early manhood of Alexander, and it certainly describes his courtship 
thoughts exquisitely. 
The following extract shows the conflict within himself between his duty to 
his wife and his infatuation for the London actress: 
'And this, then, was to be the disaster that his old professor had fore-
seen for him: the crack in the wall, the crash, the cloud of dust. And hE 
could not understand how it had come about. He felt that he himself was 
unchanged, that he was still there, the same man he had been for years, 
and that he was sitting stupidly by and letting some resolute offshoot of 
himself spoil his life for him. This new force was not he, it was but a 
part of him. He would not even admit that it was stronger than he; but i1 
was more active. It was by ~ energy that this new feeling got the bette, 
of him. His wife was the woman who had made his life, gratified his prid~, 
given direction to his tastes and habits. The life they led together seen l 
ed to him beautiful. Winifred still was, as she had always been, Romance 
for him, and whenever he was deeply stirred he turned to her. When the g and-
eur and beauty of the world challenged him- as it challenges even the mo~t 
self-absorbed people- he always answered with her name. That was his re )ly 
to the question put by the mountains and the stars; to all the spiritual 
aspects of life. In his feeling for his wife there was all the tendernes: , 
all the pride, and all of the devotion of which he was ever capable. Ther~ 
was in it everything but the power of energy, that power of the energy of 
1. 'Alexander's Bridge' Chapter 10 - pages 147-148. 
.I 
youth which must register itself and cut its name before it passes. This 
new feeling was so fresh, so unsatisfied and light of toot. It ran and 
was not wearied, anticipated him everywhere. It put a girdle round the 
earth while he was going trom New York to Moorlock. At this moment, it ~ ~as 
tingling through him, exultant, and live as quicksilver, whispering, 'In 
l. 
~uly you will be in England.'ft 
Now for a beautiful sketch of the reminiscent Alexander: 
ftWhen at last Alexander roused himself, the afternoon had waned to sunset 
The train was passing through a gray country and the sky overhead was 
flushed with a wide flood of clear color. There was a rose-coloured lig; ~t over 
the gray rooks and hills and meadows. Ott to the left, under the 
approach of a weather-stained wooden bridge, a group of boys were sittiD~ 
around a little fire. The smell of the wood smoke blew in at the window 
Except for an old farmer, jogging along the high road in his box-wagon, 
there was not another liTing creature to be seen. Alexander looked back 
wistfully at the boys, camped on the edge of a little marsh, crouching 
under their shelter and looking gravely at their fire. They took his 
mind back a long way, to a campfire on a sandbar in a Western river, and 
he wished he could go back and sit down with them. He could remember 
exactly how the world had looked then.~ 
And the following two London extracts are certainly worth mentioning: 
"When he reached the Abbey, he turned back aorosa Westminster Bridge and 
sat down to watch the trails of smoke behind the Houses of Parliament 
catch fire with the sunset. The slender towers were washed by a rain o1 
golden light and licked by little flickering flames; Somerset House and 
the bleached gray pinnacles about Whitehall were floated 1a a luminous 
haze. The yellow light poured through the trees and the leaves seemed 
1. ftAlexander's Bridge~ Chapter 10 pages 143-144 
2. ~Alexander's Bridge~ Chapter 10 page 145 
J/ 
ere was a sme 
where, and the laburnums were dripping gold over the walls of the 
1. 
It was a sweet lonely kind of summer evening." 
"They had lunch at Richmond and then walked to TWickenham, where they hi 
sent the carriage. They drove back, with a glorious sunset behind the , 
a. 
toward the distant gold-washed city. It waa one of those rare afternoo a 
when all the thickness and shadow of LOndon are changed to .a kind of 
shining, pulsing, speoial atmsphere; when the smoky Tapora become 
fluttering golden clouds, nacreous veils of pink and amber; when all t t 
bleakness of grey stone and dullness of dirty brick tremblea in aureetJ 
light; and all the roofs and spires, and one great dome, are gloated i I 
golden haze. on auch rare afternoons the ugliest of cities becomes th 
most beautiful, the most prosaic becomes the most poetic, and months o 
sodden days are offset by a moment of miracle. 'It's like that with u 
Londoners, too• Hilde was saying. 'EVerything is awfUlly grim end che-1r 
less, our weather and our houses and our ways of amusing ourselves. B 
we can be happier than anybody. We can go mad with joy, as the people do 
out in the fields on a tine Whitsunday. We make the most of our momen .•ft2. 
Miss Cather has a faculty, which deserves special mention, of catching and 
describing in terse, refined phrase the salient features of personality bot 
mental and physical. "Alexander's Bridge" may be said to be a fine and 
unusual story, brilliant in its reflections .of character and lite, and admi ably 
restrained and graceful in form and diction. The author's workmanship is d ft and 
skillful, and the swift, clean stroke tells on every page. Though sad, .thi 
story is interesting - chiefly as a psychological study. 
1. ft Alexander's Bridge" Chapter 3 pages 
2. "Alexander's Bridge" Chapter 7 pages 118-119 
fl 
MY MORTAL ENEMY 
I Briefly_ w theme: 
ITn Myra Henshawe, Mise Cather has painted another pleasing portrait of a lady 
r ••n, like Marien FO<TOSter, through the eyes of en admiring yet eleer-aightel 
triend of a younger generation. Myra Driscoll was an orphan brought up by he 
I 
rich great-uncle in the fine old Driscoll home in Parthia, Illinois. The 
price the wil:ful high-spirited girl paid for her runaway marriage was the 
bmission of her name in her uncle's will and a lifelong discontent. Love was 
~ot enough. MYra was, by her own co~esaion, a greedy, aelfish, worldly woms 
who wanted success and a place in the world. The young girl who narrates the 
l tory saw her on three occasions, one when MYra was visiting in Parthia, a wo mn 
rf forty-five with a strange fascination about her, again in New York and firu lly, 
~en years later, in a shabby West coast hotel where, ministered to by her 
ievoted husband, she was dying alone with her 'mortal enemy', her inescapable 
r urbulent sel:f. 
~ck 2! analysis ~ ~· ~ fault in 'My Mortal Enemy' 
~n perhaps every writer's work there are books, written in the interval 
petween two important works, which show a weakening or the author's grasp, 
!betray a diminution or his creative strength. 'MY Mortal Enemy' sandwiched 
rn between 'The Professor's House' and 'Death Comes for the Archbishop', 
~ike 'Paradise Regained' between 'Paradise Lost' and 'Samson Agonistes' 
seems to me such a book. 
~ike 'A Lost Lady' which it strikingly resembles in several respects, though 
lt is inferior to it, 'MY Mortal Enemy' is a story of a woman's decline told 
l s a drama in two acts. 
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The first shows MYra Henshawe, a brilliant, ambitious woman, at the zenith o. 
her worldly success, the center and pivot or a distinguished New York coteri) . 
are people for whom she can never do enough, but whom, if we interpret 
correctly what little Willa Cather tells us about her, she would fain reduce 
to an exclusive dependence on her as Proust's Mme. Verdurin or Julien Greene'~ 
Mme. Londe had brought their little circles. She is not perfectly happy. 
Little things, like having to hire a hansom when she wants to drive around 
Central Park, cause her secret discontent, but at least she enjoys to the 
full the gratifying sense of her power over her dependents and admirers, the 
most devoted of whom is her husband. When the second act opens a double 
catastrophe has taken place. MYra's husband, through no fault of his, has 
lost his well-paid job and is reduced to 'shabby-genteel poverty'; Myra 
herself has been strmken i n her health, she is an embittered, helpless invali , 
r nresigned to her fate, torturing her husband and herself with constant, 
fruitless imagination of the might-have-beens, mercilessly desecrating her 
happy past. 'We were never really happy ••••• I was always a grasping worldl 
woman; I was never satisfied •••• Perhaps I can't forgive him (her husband) 
l. 
~or the harm I did him.' 
~ere were all the elements of a great book; a pathetic story, a complex 
lbharacter, selfish and generous, ardent and tyrannical, the suffering of 
~hwarted passions and frustrated hopes. Unfortunately, not only does Willa 
~ather's delicate, pastel-like picture of New York - New York in the days 
~hen Sarah Bernhardt's 'Hamlet' was the talk of the town- fail to make any 
They 
asting impression on the mind, but, for all its dramatic contrasts and arres ing 
!!pisodes, no sooner is the book closed than its contours a.re blurred and 
~ra Henshawe had faded into an insubstantial wraith. 
~· 'MY Mortal Enemy' chapter 6. 
~ack or analysis is responsible for this. Willa Cather, never an analyst, 
I 
rsnaged in 'The Song of the Lark' 'One of Ours' and 'A Lost Lady' to replace 
bnalysis by conversation and action, just as in 'The Professor's House' she 
I ransmuted it into pensive reminiscence. In all rour books the result was ~od: tell-tale dialogue, retrospection, and action, more than compensated ro 
r he absence ot analysis. An abundance of details, a crowd of striking charac era 
~urrounding the central figure helped to create, fro~ the first page, a 
r onvincing impression of reality. In 'My Mortal Enemy' on the contrary the 
~ialogue is generally monologue, and not very personal monologue at that. 
~nalysis there is none, and very little detail; there is only one character 
I that counts, Myra Henshawe herself. A short series of incidents, characteris ic 
~pisodes or Myra's life, serve to give us an impression or her personality 
~nd are all we have to rorm an idea of either her character or her life. The 
!I ncidents are too rew, they stand too far apart in time. They tell us too 
ittle; we feel too much at the mercy of an omniscient author who grudges us 
nformation or always seems willing to give it only in the most desultory way 
I ~o the reader becomes discouraged, takes but a perfunctory interest in the 
~ook, leaves it unsatisfied and hastens to forget it. 
put of even such material as Willa Cather had in Myra Henshawe•s story and 
l ith as few 'dramstis personae', Benjamin Constant wrote 'Adolphe', Marcel 
Proust 'Un Amour de Swann': books where an exhaustive and merciless analysis 
f
ave permanent reality, and an almost unbearable pathos to. the story of even 
uch tortured souls as Myra - but how alive they were! 
I Favorable aspects of the book: 
My Kortal Enemy' is a brilliant study of temperament. The treatment of the 
emperament part of the story has vitality, and nothing that Miss Cather has 
~ver done is more relentless. The husband's character is developed beautiful ~ 
I 
by Miss Cather as the narrative proceeds and we watch it with something akin 
to a pang of aching admiration. It is not possibly a great piece of work, 
but it has elements of greatness in it. It is simple and arresting in spots, 
it has a fidelity which is the emanation of a rare perception, and it has 
cadences for which we look in vain in almost any other American novelist's 
prose. The art of the book cannot be questioned: it is austere, a fabric 
of true renunciations, aristocratic, disdainful - pe~haps even too disdaintul 
of that alack--lipped , unblushing gossip who lurks at the heart of every borJ 
novel reeder. I, for one, should have liqd to know more of oswald and Myra. 
One thing is certain. Miss Cather has given us neither more nor less than 
she meant to give; end doubtless, if we still crave more, that too was 
thoughtfully foreseen and unpityingly ignored. 
Unf'ayorable comment Q!l the bo 
If this story - it is only a longish short story, not a novel, ·and to present 
it as such is to raise unwarranted expectations - were the work of any less 
.distinguished author, one would call it admirable, but rather as promise 
than performance. It recalls Miss Cather's first little novel, 'Alexander's 
Bridge' rather than the gloWing pages of 'My Antonia.' To be sure, the easy 
and lucent prose is superior to that of the earlier work; but there is the 
same discrepancy between the author's apparent intention and the actual 
effect produced. The book can by no stretch of the imagination be called a 
,novel. It is so short that it is truly a soul portrait and an incomplete one 
at that. She develops her story by incident rather than by analysis of 
situation; what results is something resambling a pencil sketch that an 
aDtist makes and in which he roughly marks out the outlines of his subject, 
vaguely hinting at the general form that the finished product on canvas will 
take. It is a character study of such severity that even its rightful 
emotional quality has been denied it; it is presented with a creative 
tautness which robs it of warmth. The story is set down with unquestioned 
economy and skill; it has touches of swift discernment, but it would be a 
better work of art it the mind could fasten upon an occasional moment of 
relaxation in its unfolding. Although a work of imagination, it has the 
surface of glazed pottery. The book does not stir deep passions; the mood 
is a minor mood, brooding and faintly melancholic, with an eye turned 
always backward. But in the midst of our strident literature its graceful 
ease has a charm not easy to overestimate. Whenever Miss Cather evokes 
memory there comes with it a lingering fragrance. 
Comparison with 'A Lost LadY'• 
For several reasons Miss Cather's 'MY Mortal Ene~' will be doubtless 
compared with 'A Lost Lady' • Both books are short. Both have something 
of the same framework, the same approach. And both have to do, though only 
one of them makes the fact explicit, with a lost lady. But in 'MY Mortal 
Enemy' unfortunately, though it is only fair to suppose that her exact 
aims are different, Miss Cather has fallen short, rather far short, of her 
earlier novel. Her lost lady, is not so real, not so moving, not so 
delightful. Her background is less ambitiously attempted, is much leas 
significantly achieved. Her approach, through the eyes of a second person, 
is by no means as sensitive and significant as Niel's to Mrs. Forrester in 
'A Lost Lady'. And '~Mortal Enemy' is dangerously, destructively 
briefer. 
The descriptions: 
Unlike Miss Cather's other books the descriptions in this work were not 
dealing with the beauty o~ nature but they dealt with the sadness of h~··---
I 
reminiscence, the sorrow that death always leaves in its wake. Let me quote 
"'Nellie,' he paused, standing before me with his arms folded, standing 
exactly as he stood behind Modjeaka's chair in the moonlight of that New 
Year's night; standing like a statue, or a sentinel, I had said then, not 
knowing what it was I felt in his attitude; but now I knew that it meant 
indestructible constancy- almost indestructible youth. 'Nellie' he said 
'I don't want you to remember her as she was here. Remember her as she wl a 
when you were with us on Madison Square, when she was herself, and we wer 
happy. Yes, happier than it falls to the lot of most mortals to be. Aft r 
she was stricken her recollect i on of those things darkened. Life was har(· 
for her, but it was glorious · too; she had such beautiful friendships. Of 
course, she was absolutely unreasonable when she was jealous. Her suspic ons 
were sometimes almost fantastic.' He smiled and brushed his forehead wit 
the tips qf his fingers, as if the memory of her jealousy was pleasant at 11, 
and perplexing still. 'But that was just Ivblly Driscoll! I'd rather hav) 
been clawed by her than petted by any other woman I've known. These last 
years it's seemed to me that I was nursing the mother of the girl who ran 
away with me. And yet, nothing ever took that girl from me. She was a w ld, 
1. 
lovely creature, Nellie. I wish you could have seen her then!"' 
"Several years after I said goodbye to him, Oswald Henahawe died in Alaska 
I still have the string of amethysts which he gave me, but they are unluc ~· 
I~ I take them out and wear them, I feel all evening a chill over my hear, • 
Sometimes when I have watched the bright beginning of a love story, when 
have seen a common feeling exalted into beauty by imagination, generosity and 
the flaming courage of youth, I have heard again that strange complaint 
breathed by a dying woman into the stillness of night, like a confession <f 
2. 
the soul: 'Why must I die like this - alone with my mortal enemy!'" 
1. 'My Mor tal Enemy' - Part 2 Chapter ? 
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0 PIONEERSl 
Briefly the ~: 
The story opens in the period of some thirty years ago when the rich 
Nebraska prairies were still untamed, and the characters of the story are of 
the two races, Bohemian and SWede, who were then attempting to subdue the 
wild land. Of those who had faith in the land was Alexandra Bergson. At 
her father's death she takes charge of his farm, determined that his own 
faith in the country's future shall be vindicated. Against the wishes ot 
her brothers she holds on to it, lives through years of adversity, and 
sees prosperity come. Alexandra's romance is of the quiet type, but another 
love story, stormy and emotional lends a touch of the melodramatic to an 
otherwise peaceful idyl. 
In this book Miss Cather turned back to the richest of her sources, the 
pioneer figures of the prairie town, and in her employment of this material 
applied to it the principle which she ascribed to the lark who caroled so 
divinely, that •art is only a way of remembering youth'. And thus comes 
forth that heroic woman, - ~exandra Bergson. 
The dedication: 
When Willa Cather dedicated her first novel, '0 Pioneers%' to the memory 
of Sarah orne ~ewett, she pointed out a link of natural piety binding her to 
a literary ancestor now rarelY credited with descendants so robust. The li 
holds even yet in respect to the clear outlines and fresh colors and simple 
devices of Miss Cather's art; in respect to the body and range of her work 
it never really held. The thin, fine gentility which Miss Jewett celebrates is 
no further away from the rich vigor of Miss Cather's pioneers than is the ki dly 
sentiment of the older woman from the native passion of the younger. Miss 
o.:t.e of the shadows of memorable events. Once u on a time, her 
stories all remind us, there was an heroic cast to New England. In Misa 
Jewett's time only the echoes of those Homeric days made any noise in the 
world - at least for her ears and the ears of moat of her literary con-
temporaries. Unmindful of the roar of industrial New England she kept to th 
milder regions of her section and wrote elegies upon the epigones. 
In Miss Cather's quarter of the country there were still heroes during the 
days she has written about, still pioneers. The sod and swamps of her 
Nebraska prairies defy the hands of labor almost as obstinately as did the 
atones and forests of old New England. Her Americans, like all the 
Agamemnons back of Miss Jewett's world, are fresh tram Europe, locked in a 
mortal conflict with nature. If now and then the older among th&,m grow fain at 
remembering Bohemia or France or Scandinavia, this is not the predominant 
mood of their communities. They ride powerfully forward on a wave ot confid~nt energy, 
as if human life had more dawns than sunsets in it. For the most part her 
pioneers are unreflective creatures, driven by some inner force which they de 
not comprehend: they are, that is perhaps no more than to say, primitive and 
epic in their dispositions. 
It is by virtue of a literary descent from the New England school that Miss 
Cather depends so frequently upon women as protagonists. Alexandra Bergson 
in '0 Pioneers%', Thea Kronborg in •The Song of the Lark', Antonia Shimerda 
in 'MY Antonia', -around these as girls and women the actions primarily re-
volve. It is not, however, as other Helena or Gudruns that they affect theil 
universes; they are not the darlings of heroes but heroes themselves. Ale~­
andra drags her dull brothers after he~and establishes ~he family fortunes; 
Antonia, less positive and more pathetic, still holds the center of her 
retired stage by her rich, warm, deep goodness; Thea, a. genius in her own 
right, outgrows her Colorado birthplace and becomes a famous singer with all 
the fierce energy of a pioneer who happens to be an instinctive artist rathe than 
an instinctive manager, like Alexandra, or an instinctive mother, like Anton a. 
And is it because women are her protagonists that neither ware, as among 
the ancients, nor machines, as among the moderns, promote the principal 
activities ot the characters? Less the actions than the moods of these 
novels have the epic air. Narrow as Miss Cather's scene may be, she fills i · 
with a spaciousness and candor of personality that quite transcends the 
gnarled eccentricity and timid inhibitions of the local colorists. Passion 
blows through her chosen characters like a free, wholesome, if often 
devastating wind; it does not; as With Miss Jewett and ber contemporaries, 
lurk 1n turt1ve corners or hide itselt altogether. And aa these passions 
are most commonly the passions of home-kee ping women, they lie nearer to 
the core of human existence than it they arose out of the complexities of a 
wider earth or region. 
So it waa, that Miss Cather dedicated '0 Pioneers' to Miss Jewett with whom 
Miss Cather had discussed some of the characters. 'In this book' Miss Cathel 
says, 'I tried to tell the story of the people as truthfully and simply as i1 
I were telling it to her by word ot mouth•. 
The characters: 
A woman dominates the book, tall, strong, sensible; not so much kind-hearted 
as human-hearted; comprehending, with sympathy to serve her comprehension. 
We see the girl Alexandra and her two brothers left by a dying father with the 
charge t ·o hold the land, the untamed soil of the prairie. The father has 
made his daughter the head of the family because she has intelligence and hal 
brothers have not. The boys work well but cannot use their heads in their 
work. 
Alexandra justifies her ~ather's ~aith in her, and by intelligent anticipatic~ makes 
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her brothers prosperous and herself rich. There is a third brother, much 
younger than the others, who is on a special footing. On him Alexandra 
lavishes the maternal affection that is in her. When he is involved in 
tragedy, a woman less strong and less intelligent than Alexandre would have 
broken. She survives it, as she would survive anything life could do to her. 
Of the two principal women characters, Alexandra, the heroine, and Marie 
Shabata, Alexandra, unquestionably the more original and the greater, only 
compels our admiration when Marie wins our love. There is grandeur about 
Alexandra, but there is not warmth, at least while we know she has fervor we 
do not feel it, and even her indomitable energy seems cold beside Marie's 
tragic intensity. Then there is Carl Lindatrum, an unsubstantial, unconvinci~ 
lifeless figure. The younger brother, Emil, and his best friend ~dee, and he 
French lads and Alexandra's jealous brothers are all drawn with the skill of n 
accurate observer touched by imagination and insight. Loutish Oscar, flighty 
~ou Bergson, Emil, restive and adrift and ardent; Frank Shabata, the prey of 
mean suspicions and maddening hidden jealousy; Amedee and his friends, 'spiri -
ed and jolly and always delighted to hear about anything new'; crazy Ivar, a imple 
trusty child of nature as defenceless and as happy as every little child cosi~ 
sheltered in the center of its own tiny universe; Marie, the incarnation of 
passion, fire and beauty in one lovely figure made to enslave and madden men' 
~earta; Alexandra, the strong woman of the Proverbs, resolute and energetic, {ith 
man-like intelligence, strength of body and of mind. Full length portraits o 
mere sketches, no weak hand drew these, no narrow mind conceived characters a > 
diverse and so true. But one year before they were born the same hand was 
writing 'Alexander's Bridge'. 
The style: 
In 'Alexander's Bridge'" says Willa Cather in her interviews, "I was still 
re preoccupied with trying to write well than with anything else. It takes 
great deal of experience to become natural. People grow in hone§ty as they 
~row in anything else. A painter or writer must learn to distinguish what is 
[ is own from what he admires. I never abandoned trying to compromise between 
j he kind of matter that my experience had given me and the manner of writing 
1 
hich I admired, until I began my second novel '0 Pioneers!' And from the 
irst chapter I decided not to •write ,] at all - simply to give myself up to t e 
~~ leasure of recapturing in memory people and places I had believed forgotten. 
I 
This was what my friend Sarah Orne Jewett had advised me to do. She said to 
e that if my life had lain in a part of the world that was without a literat e 
nd I couldn't tell about it truthfully in the form I most admired, I should ave 
kind of writing that would tell it, no matter what I lost in the 
l. 
Jewett was right. '0 Pioneers' proves it. 
it is a perfect book. It is inferior to some of her other books, pa tly 
ecause, as the story was not built from the outside but formed itself 
nevitably from within Willa Cather's mind, she felt very little power of 
hoice about the molding of it. Partly, because in '0 Pioneers' she grasped 
re than she could hold. 
e chose to treat a subject of epic magnitude. Taking a pioneer woman's 
as the focus of her work, she would evoke the whole epic of pioneering 
and trace to their tragic and sometimes to their happy ends the contrast d 
eatinies of the sons and daughters of the pioneers. Epic ot the soil, drama of 
assion, simple exquisite recital of human toil crowned by tranquil happiness -
I !he book was to be a compound of all those. No wonder if it turned out to be 
ess powerful and leas perfect as a whole than in ita component parts. 
1. "Willa Cather's G. M. overton and L. Carroll Interviews" page 24~. 
'And from the tirat chapter I decided not to 'write• at all.' Willa Cather's 
wise decision gave '0 Pioneer~%' not only the life and truth that 'Alexan-
der•s Bridge' so completely lacked, it made it possible for the writing to 
become •so lost in the object that it doesn't exist for the reader - except 
for the reader who knows how difficult it is to lose writing in the object.' 
style, in other words, was no longer, as in the earlier stories, a thing to 
be sought out for itself. It came, inevitable and unobtrusively, as the 
result of clear vision and genuine emotion truthfully rendered. It is not 
always perfect (Willa Cather's ear and taste are sometimes at fault), yet, 
as the passage below will prove, it has, on the whole, astonishing limpidity. 
'They made an early start one morning and had driven a long way from home 
before noon. When Emil said he was hungry, they drew back from the road, 
gave Brigham his oats among the bushes, and climbed up to the top of a 
grassy bluff to eat their lunch under the shade of some little elm trees. 
The river was clear there, and shallow, since there had been no rain, and :It 
ran in ripples over the sparkling sand. Under the overhanging willows of t~e 
opposite bank there was an inlet where the water was deeper and flowed so s~owly 
that it seemed to sleep in the sun. In this little bay a single wild duck 
was swimming and diving and preening her feathers, disporting herself very 
happily in the flickering light and shade. They sat tor a long time watohi~ 
the solitary bird take its pleasure. No living thing had ever seemed to 
Alexandra as beautiful as that wild duck. Emil must have felt about it as ahe 
did, for afterward, when they were at home, he used sometimes to say, 'Sist~r, 
you know our duck down there -.' Alexandra remembered that day as one of t ne 
happiest of her life. Years afterward she thought of the duck as still thJ re, 
swimming and diving all by herself in the sunlight, a kind ot enchanted 
1. 
bird that did not know age or change.• 
1. •o Pioneers!' pages 204-205 
It lacks indeed both unity of time and place (the tamed Nebraska of Parts II 
to V is quite another country from the wild Nebraska of Part I) and unity of 
treatment and subject. The book at first seems to be about to keep the 
promise of its title. Part I is a splendid overture through which runs the 
dominant note of man's stubborn, heroic struggle against hostile nature. 
From the second part on, however, man having overcome at last the resistance 
of nature, the interest centers on the interrelations of some interesting 
personalities and passion comes more and more to the fore. In Parts III and 
IV (the most dramatic and perhaps the beat) passion holds sway. Part V 
brings us back to the calm figure of the heroine (carefully kept in the bac~~ound 
through Parts III and IV) and l'amour amitie takes the place of l'a~ur-pasa on 
with consequent decrease in warmth and an unfortunate falling off of interes • 
An imperfect book, but a greet book. Its worst defects are redeemed by its 
fulness of life, its epic breadth, and its truth. 
The construetion: 
ftQne January day, thirty years ago, the little town of Hanover, 
anchored on a windy Nebraska table-land, was trying not to be 
blown away." 
Such the initial notes of the symphoey . In two pages, of direct presentatio , 
not description, a bleak winter landscape has grown around us. We shuttle 
along the Main street of Hanover together with country people going about 
their errands. A few pages more, and we know, so perfectly as to recognize 
them in a crowd, pretty Bohemian Marie, little Emil Bergson, his sister 
Alexandra, a Scandinavian beauty and a strong, decided girl, their friend 
Carl Lindstrum, 'a thin frail boy, with brooding dark eyes, a mouth too 
sensitive for a boy, lips with already a little curl of bitterness and 
skepticism', all the protagonists of the story. With them we leave the 
ere introduced to 
i carcely discernible tram the surrounding prairie. we meet honest ~ohn 
ergson end his sons ('in eleven long years ~ohn Bergson had made but little 
I 
mpresaion upon the wild lend he had come to tame'), heav.y, stupid Oscar, and 
u, a 'fussy and flighty• boy. 
~ohn Bergson dies , the boys want to give up the farm. Alexandre insists on 
I 
olding on, and even buys more land. 
is Part I, 'The Wild Land'. 
art II, 'The Neighboring Fields•, opens with quite a different picture. 
I j ixteen years have passed, fields of wheat and corn have replaced the prairie 
verybody is prosperous, Alexandra, head of the Bergson family by right of 
eing its brains and its will power, most of all. Emil is twenty-two, an 
l thlete, a college boy. He is in love with Marie, now the wife of irritable 
ank Shebata. Oscar and Lou ere married, but they are not doing as well as 
lexandra and they are jealous of her. Carl Lindstrum, thirty-five now, on 
Alaska stops at Alexandra's. 'His face was intelligent, sensitive 
appy'. Country gossip makes it impossible tor him to marry Alexandra. He 
back in a year's time, a rich man, and will then marry her. He 
does Emil who, seeing his love tor Marie is hopeless, departs for 
art II has Alexandra's farm as its center of interest, but there is a whole 
bountryside around it, with Scandinavian, Bohemian and French settlements, an ~ rich variety or types and customs. 
art III, 'Winter Memories' has but twenty pages, in comparison with Part I's 
r.
l eventy end pert II's hundred odd. It is a winter interlude ot waiting -
~exandra's waiting tor Carl, Marie's waiting tor Emil. I . 
art IV, 'The Mulberry Tree' is under the sign of deeth. Emil has come back, 
re madly in love than ever, handsomer, more dangerously fascinating, for th 
outh has given him more abandon and fire and a touch of exotic beauty. Scan 
boys and a hard worker, and but newly made the happiest of men, is struck do I . 
his own har~est field; Frank Shabata, mad with jealousy, kills Emil and 
erie as they lie, made one at last, under the white mulberry tree. 
art V 'Alexandra'. Alexandra has lost her assurance. Things like Emil and 
erie's passion must be, she supposes; but why cannot they be helped? And 
I hat monstrous, unexpected forces are at work behind life's smooth texture, 
ea even within man's heart? She is bewildered, she needs an ar.m to lean on, 
calm presence near her to restore her peace of mind. Luckily Carl comes 
I 
ack (he has heard the terrible new~. They will marry, they will go through 
I life hand in hand, theirs will be a -sober, placid happiness. 
here i~ a wholeso.me comprehensiveness about the book; thE world is a 
Willa Cather seems to say. .There is room in it for the 
harvest, each in its season, and each good of its kind. 
a wonderful thing, whether beating with calm steady beata or 
throbbing with the fever of love Emil's dissatisfaction with his aurroundi a I • 
a r i ght, and so is Alexandra's intimate union with the land she has redeemed 
French jolliness and swagger, Scandinavian gravity, Slavonic 
pulsivenesa - they are all legitimate, all are enjoyable parts of the rich 
icture of American li~e. 
he descriptions worthy of note: 
1. An early morning on the prairie. 
east looked like t~ eat fire that 
lf-J 
was burning under the edge of the world. The color was reflected in th 
globules of dew that sheathed the short gray pasture grass. Carl walke 
rapidly until he came to the crest of the second hill, where. the Bergso l 
pasture joined the one that had belonged to his father. There he sat 
down and waited for the sun to rise. It was just there that he and 
Alexandra used to do their milking together, he on hie side of the fenc , 
she on hers. He could remember exactly hew she looked when she came o er 
the close-cropped grass, her skirts pinned up, her head bare, a bright in 
pail in either hand, and the milky light of the early morning all about 
her. Even as a boy he used to feel, when he saw her coming with her fr e 
step, her upright head and calm shoulders, that she looked as if she he 
walked straight out of the morning itself. Since then, when he had 
happened to see the sun come up in the country or on the water, he had 
often remembered the young swedish girl and her milking pails. 
Carl sat musing until the sun leaped above the prairie, and in the gras 
about him all the small creatures of day began to tune their tiny 
instruments. Birds and insecta without number began to chirp, to twitt r, 
to snap and whistle, to make all manner of fresh shrill noises. The 
pasture was flooded with light; every clump of ironweed and snow-on-the 
mountain thrat a long shadow, and the golden light seemed to be rippling 
1. 
through the curly grass like the tide racing in.n 
2. The author's conclusion to the story is beautifully told: 
'"I had a dream before I went to Lincoln - But I will tell you about that 
afterward, after we are married. It will never come true, now, not in 
the way I thought it might~ She took Carl's arm and they walked toward 
the gate. "How many times we have walked this path together, Carl. How 
many times we will walk it again. Does it seem to you like coming back 
1. '0 Pioneers!' -pages 125, 126, 127. 
to your own place? Do you feel at peace with the world here? I think 
we shall be very happy. I haven't any fears. I think when friends 
marry, they are safe. We don't suffer like - thoe~ young ones", 
Alexandra ended with a sigh. 
They reached the gate. Before Carl opened it, he drew Alexandra to him 
and kissed her softly, on her lips and on her eyes. 
She leaned heavily on his shoulder. "I am tired," she murmured. "I 
have been very lonely, Carl," 
They went into the house together, leaving the Divide behind them, unde 
the evening star. ~ ortunate country, that is one day to receive hearts 
like Alexandra's into its bosom, to give them out again in the yellow 
1. 
wheat, in the rustling corn, in the shining eyes of youthl' 
Conclusion: 
Miss Cather has an unquestioned gift of observation, a keen eye for minute 
details and an instinctive perception of their relative significance. Every 
character and every incident in this slow-moving tale give the impression of 
having been acquired directly through personal contact, and reproduced almost 
with the fidelity of a kodak camera. And in addition, the novel had great 
dramatic power; it is deep, thrilling, intense - and this intensity comes 
through the simplicity - one might almost say severity, of treatment. The 
reader, surfeited by the many-paragraphed conversations of the ordinary novel 
~inds his imagination unusually roused by the magnificent sufficiency of the 
book. The subject is not one which can be expresse4 in a pen and ink sketch; 
it needs the broad brush lines - and in such a way ~as Cather treated it. Y~t 
there is great delicacy of touch. The sureness of t•eling and touch, the pow~r 
!
without strain, which mark this book' lift it far above the ordinary product pf 
!n ~rArv noDl.ists. '0 Pioneera!' will live as a work of truth and restra ned emotion 
1. '0 Pioneers1 1 -pages 308 and 30Q 
MY ANTONIA 
Briefly the story: 
The story of Antonia is told by one of the friends of her childhood ~ a man 
who through all his years of worldly success has never forgotten this fine 
Bohemian girl who had been one of the strongest influences in his early life 
Antonia is the child of immigrant parents who have come from Bohemia to wres 
a living from the rich but untamed prairie soil. In the struggle their. sens~ ~ive 
tempered father loses his grip and goes under, and Antonia is called on to de 
a man's work on the farm. Later she becomes a town hired girl, is betrayed, 
deserted and left with a child. She marries, heeds the call back to the f~, 
bears many children, and through all the vicissitudes preserves a valor of 
spirit that no hardship can daunt or break. When Jim Burden sees her again 
after many years, he finds her battered but not broken. surrounded by her 
thrifty, fruitful acres, her rugged, happy children, she is a woman who has 
triumphed over lite. 
For a very large body of readers this novel is the most satisfying that 
America has produced - and without regard to the facts of its place and time. 
Nebraska, from the early 1880s into the forepart of the twentieth century is, 
of course, familiar to only a limited number of persons whose number grows ler •· 
But a land spreading as far as the sea, and as yet equally untamed; a group o 
people from the ends of the earth, able to tell stories strange as those heard 
by lamplight in a ship's forecastle; lightning, hail, wind and drouth and 
blizzards forever threatening to extinguish families; the figure of old Mr. 
Shimerda kneeling before the lighted Christmas tree; the coffin made in the 
kitchen by the hired man; Crazy Mary threatening to 'trim some of the shape o ~f' . 
[,ena Lingard with a corn-knife if Lena didn't stop making eyes at the men; 
IWiok cutter, the money-lender, and Mrs. Wick Cutter, painting china; the vita 
Antonia; - these are seen with the eyes aa one reads and they live in some , 
corner or the mind afterward. Life itself does not assimilate more perfect 
the extremes of farce and repellent tragedy; and the explanation is, of cour 
that this is life. Miss J"ewett's wisdom has ripened in her disciple, and 
Willa Cather has produced one of the great books of American literature. 
Yet, 'My Antonia' attracted no marked attention when published. The reviews 
ot it, as a whole, were unfavorable. To a certain extent the hour was 
in the autumn of 1918 something worse than a prairie tire was raging. In 
less then a year the book had got an audience, however; in three years 
completely transformed the author's reputation; after ten years, it conquers 
ita thousan4s yearly; and fifty years hence it will be read with great 
fascinating absorption. 
some readers are struck by Miss Cather's employment of J"im Burden to tell th 
story, but the explanation is simple. Having several brothers, she has knowJ 
Though it is doubtful if any bo I the boy's and man's viewpoint all her life. 
got about more than Willa Cather on her pony, a boy would more easily be 
presumed to have seen and heard all these things than a girl. As a matter o 
fact, J"im's effacement, after the introduction, is pretty complete; his 
sexlessness is noticeable; and there are certainly details no boy would have 
observed and that a man would not recall. The intonation in some scenes is 
not the least masculine. A chronicle of people and their environment, a 
oaaic of character sketches, scenes and short stories, with only such unity 
as Antonia and the device of a narrator afford, are the things that make thi . 
novel. The for.m is that ot reminiscence; so is practically all ot the sub-
stance. 
The cosmopolitan touch in the novel. 
In ' Antonia' the author has ut the best of her art and of her philosophy. 
s-t 
tious; 
The scene is far-away Nebraska. Antonia is a Czech. 'My Antonia' is what 
is called in America an 'immigrant' noyel. Immigration has given to America 
a new wonderful exotic background, and a new source of local color. In this 
book the author studies the immigrants with her usual sympathy. Antonia is 
a portrait drawn from within. Her self-abnegation is rare. A hard worker, 
devoted to children, betrayed yet ever faithful, she is a new edition of 
Flaubert's 'Simple Heart.' She is the incarnation of the motherly feeling. 
The sites of the Far West, the rustic rites of the seasons form the backgrour~ 
of this canvas painted with the simplicity and the forcefulness of a master. 
It is difficult to find in 'My Antonia' passages for an anthology. Everythii~ 
in it holds together. The tale is unfolded, not as a thing of which one 
thinks, but as conscience itself, slowly, in sheer duration. Here is a 
description of a Nebraska hamlet. It tells a lot as to the nostalgia of its 
inhabitants. It is Jim, the hero of the story, who is speaking: 
'In the evening I used to prowl about, hunting for diversion. There lay 
the familiar streets, frozen with snow or liquid mud. They led to the 
houses of good people who were putting the babies to bed, or simply 
sitting still before the parlor stove, digesting their supper. Black 
Hawk had two saloons. One of them was admitted, even by the church 
people, to be as respectable as a saloon could be. Handsome Anton 
Jelinek, who had rented his homestead and come to town, was the proprietoi~ 
In his saloon there were long tables where the Bohemian and German farmerf 
could eat the lunches they brought from home while they drank their beer. 
Jelinek kept rye bread on hand, and smoked fish and strong imported 
cheeses to please the foreign palate. I liked to drop into his bar-room 
and listen to the talk. But one day he overtook me on the street, clappea 
me on the shoulder and said: 
--
'Jim, I am good friends with you and I always like to see you. But you 
know how the church people think about saloons. Your grandpa has always 
treated me fine, and I don't like to have you come into my place, because 
I know he don't like it, and it puts me in bad with him.' 
l. 
So I was shut out or that.' 
Black Hawk is about as dead as Gopher Prairie or Winesburg, Ohio. Poor Jim! 
j here are very few distractions in this far Western village. There is the dr , gist 
~::;;: :~~::·::::-:fs::.:o::.::-:::::P:~· :::·:::::·:hr~~t:: :::~::-:.:ho 
[
he night train fly by at the depot. At the telegraph office, the idle clerk 
ll omforts himself in pinning on the wall portraits of actors and actresses whi h 
e procured with cigarette premiums. Then there is the station master who ~~ ries to forget the death of his twins by fishing and writing letters to his 
uperiors to obtain a change of residence. 
'These,' says Jim, 'were the distractions I had to choose from. There we 
no other lights burning downtown after nine o'clock. On starlight night 
I used to pace up and down those long, cold streets, scowling at the lit e 
sleeping houses on either aide, with their storm-windows and covered bac 
porches. They were flimsy shelters, most of them poorly built of light 
wood, with spindle porch-posts horribly mutilated by the turning-lathe. 
Yet for all their frailness, how much jealousy and envy and unhappiness 
some o~ them managed to contain! The life that went on in them seemed t 
be made up of evasions and negations; shifts to save cooking, to save 
washing and cleaning, devices to propitiate the tongue of gossip. This 
guarded mode of existence was like living under a tyranny. People's spel h, 
their voices, their very glances, became furtive and repressed. EVery in iv-
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asleep in those houses, I thought, tried to live like mioe in their own 
kitchens; to make no noise, to leave no trace, to slip over the surface of 
things in the dark. The growing piles of ashes and cinders in the back 
yards were the only evidence that the wasteful, consuming process of life 
went on at all. On Tuesday nights the Owl Club danced; then there was a 
little stir in the streets, and here and there one could see a lighted 
1. 
window until midnight. But the next . night all was dark again.' 
~hank God, even at Black Hawk there were a few compensations for a refined 
j ensibility. Antonia and Jim know how to see through things, and they find 
~eauty even in their monotonous surroundings. There are the orchard, the hen 
ward, the stable and the charm of the rustic works and days. There is the 
I ~ay in the attic, the favorite nook of Antonia's brood. And then Christmas 
comes bringing the snow, the spiced cakes made in true Bohemian fashion, then I . 
spring and the budding out of fresh leaves and flowers. Jim is not blind to 
I . ~he familiar and Slmple beauty around him. Let us follow him in Antonia's 
~ild garden: 
'Alone, I should never .have found the garden- except, perhaps, tor the big 
yellow pumpkins that lay about unprotected by their withering Tines - and 
I felt very little interest in it when I got there. I wanted to walk 
straight on through the red grass and over the edge of the world, which 
could not be very far away. The light air about me told me that the world 
ended here; only the ground and sun and sky were left, and if one went a 
little farther there would be only sun and sky, and one would float off in o 
them, like the tawny hawks which sailed over our hea~making slow shadows 
on the grass • . While grandmother took the pitchfork we found standing in o1e 
of the rows and dug potatoes, while I picked them up out of the soft brown 
earth and put them into the bag, I kept looking up at the hawks that were 
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doing what I might so easily do. 
When grandmother was ready to go, I said I would like to stay up there in thet 
garden awhile. 
She peered down at me from under her sunbonnet. 'Aren't you atraid of the 
snakes?' 
'A little,' I admittedt 'but I'd like to stay anyhow.• 
'Well, if you see onet don't have anything to do with him. The big yellow ani 
I 
brown ones won't hurt you; they're bull-snakes and help to keep the gophers 
down. Don't be scared if you see anything look out of that hole in the bank 
over there. That's a badger hole. He's about as big as a big 'possum, and b~a 
face is striped, black and white. He takes a chicken once in a while, but 
I won't let the men harm him. In a aew country a body feels friendly to the 
animals. I like to have him come out and watch me when I'm at work.' 
Grandmother swung the bag of potatoes over her shoulder and went down t he patr1, 
leaning forward a little. The road followed the windings of the draw; when 
she came to the first bend she waved at me and disappeared. I was left alon~ 
1. 
with this new feeling of lightness and content.' 
The most appealing of all Miss Cather's heroines. 
That Miss Cather truly understands the quieter attributes of heroism is made 
evident by the career of Antonia Shimerda - of all Miss Cather's heroines the 
most appealing. Antonia exhibits the ordinary instincts of self-preservation 
hardly at all. She is gentle and confiding; service to others is the very 
breath of her being. Yet so deep and strong is the current of motherhood 
which runs in her that it extricates her from the level of mediocrity as 
passion itself might fail to do. Goodness, so often negative and annoying, 
amounts in her to an heroic effluence which imparts the glory of reality to 
all it touches. She lent herself' to immemorial huma.n attitudes which we 
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recognize as universal and true. She has only to stand in the orchard, to 
put her hand on a little crab tree, and look up at the apples, to make you 
feel the goodness of planting and tending and harvesting at last. She was a 
rich mine of life, like the founders of early races. It is not ea~~ e¥en to 
say things so illuminating about a human being; it is all but impossible to 
create one with such sympathetic art that words like these at the end confi 
and interpret an impression already made. Antonia symbolizes the soul and s 1'irit of 
the Middle West, and yet for all that, it is in Antonia that the chief fault 
of the book lies. 
The outstanding defect of the pook. 
Like all of Willa Cather's books, it begins well, one hundred and fifty page 
evoking in strong, direct prose the difficulties and joys of pioneer days, mJ e 
particularly as exemplified in the fortunes of the Shimerdas, a family of 
Bohemian settlers newly arrived in Nebraska. The older generation (melancho 
Mr. Shimerda, sour grumbling 1~s. Shimerda) never get used to the incredibly I 
primitive conditions in the new country. Their children, on the contrary, 
that is, first and foremost, Antonia, take to the new land with the greater 
adaptability of their age, and fall to the tremendous task of making it 
habitable and fruitful with almost superhuman doggedness. In these pages 
(Book 1 -The Shimerdas) Willa Cather reaches the high level of the first pa .~ 
of '0 Pioneers!' With Antonia we roam the boundless prairie, lost in the 
tall 'shaggy red trees and grass, the color of wine stains' (page 16); we 
drift along the 'dewy, heavy-odored cornfields' (page 156); perched on 'the 
slanting roo.:r of the chicken-house' we watch, on summer nights, the lightnin 
break 'in great zigzags across the heavens' or hear the'felty beat of the 
drops on the soft dust of the farmyard'. (Pages 158-9). We visit Antonia 
Shimerdas' hovel of a sod-house, 1~. Shimerda's dignified presence giving us 
a glimpse of an older, mellower, soberer world, the mysterious, almost 
mythical world over the seas. With Antonia we call at Russian Peter and Pave~'s, 
in open-mouth wonder watch Russian Peter eating melons uncountable, the juice 
trickling from his greedy mouth 'down on to ·his curly beard' {page 39). on 
winter nights, while drifts accumulate outside and the world is a blur of 
spilling snow, snugly sitting round the old stove in the Burdens' basement 
kitchen, we listen with Antonia to wonderful stories - stories of 'gray wolves 
and bears in the Rockies, wildcats and panthers in the Virginia mountains' 
{page ??}, and, best of all, to the terrible, fascinating story of the bride 
thrown over to the wolves by Russian Pavel and Peter. 
The pages have the freshness, vitality and beauty of the country and the days 
they recreate. Yet it is chiefly through Antonia that they live, Antonia, a~ 
eager, passionate bit of womankind, strong as an ox and as stubborn; tenacioJ~ 
and ambitious, generous and impulsive, a tall sturdy girl, a future mother of 
generations. 
A peasant Thea, her deep-rooted virtues can only blossom out in the country, 
on the big flat wind-swept tableland where there is space around her, room 
for her to play unconstrained and free and write upon the horizon the great 
simple gestures of man wringing his bread from the earth. In the town, where 
Parts II and III of the book soon take her, Antonia is under a cloud, we lose 
sight of her in the crowd of chattering servant girls of which she is now a 
part. For some two hundred pages (Book II, The Hired Girls, Book III, Lena 
Lingard, Book IV, The Pioneer Woman's Story) we lose sight of her, until, 
towards the end of the book, we meet her once more, the mother of almost a 
dozen children, 'a battered woman now' {page 398), but intensely alive as eve~. 
A strong personality is Antonia, a strong personality, yet, a very simple one 
and so, for all her strength- strength of physique, strength of character, 
I! 
~trongly-defined idiosyncrasies - only in her own natural habitat can she hole 
, ur attention and capture our emotion. Willa Cather knew it. No sooner does 
he take Antonia to the town, a small town in the prairie, than she tries to 
locus the reader's attention on Antonia's friends, the other hired girls. ThE ttempt is a vain one. We cannot forget Antonia, and the book has become out ~f focus for the sake of two hundred dull pages concerning secondary characte .s whom 
r• care little about. How could Willa Cather fail to aee that with Antonia'• 
flersonality and Antonia's conquest of t he soil, her whole book stood and fell~ 
! er old enemy, sentimentality, her new friend, realism, here combined to 
II P.lind her. 
L -~entimentality, Willa Cather had subdued without crushing it quite. But litt~~ 
~pparent in '0 Pioneers!', in 'The Song of the Lark' with Fred Ottenburg it 
laised its triumphant head again. But how did it creep into 'My Antonia'? 
~tonie stood firm and sturdy, of the earth, proof against the monster's 
l auch. There was no weak spot in her. There was one in her creator. When 
illa Cather, having written her first one hundred pages, looked upon her war~ 
nd found it good, the tempter rose at her shoulder and whispered: ' A brave, 
l ardy creature this, but what about feminine charm?' Willa Cather resumed he1 ~~rk, and this is the picture she painted - Antonia doing a man's work, 
II 1reaking sod with the oxen, growing coarser every day: 
'Her outgrown cotton dress switched about her calves, over the boot-tops. 
She kept her sleeves rolled up all day, and her arms and throat were 
burned as brown as a sailor's. Her neck came up strongly out of her 
1. 
shoulders, like the bole of a tree out of the turf.' 
igh time Antonia remembered she is fifteen; and a woman! And accordingly, 
~hirty pages only further on, Antonia dons a cook's apron at the Harlings in 
plack Hawk - a more feminine occupation that, the tempter ingratiatingly 
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observes! And a pretty picture she makes, standing before a mixing-bowl in 
her tidy apron ••••• But where is the real Antonia? 
Perhaps I have exaggerated the part which affection for her heroine had in 
inducing Willa Cather to take Antonia to the town. Yet who will say that 
sentimentality had no part in the sudden decision that took Antonia from the 
~lough. A sentimentality against which Willa Cather was all the less on her 
guard as it probably came to her dressed in the garb of that very realism, th t 
same close adher ence to her own experiences which, in '0 Pioneers!' had saved 
~er from both unreality and sentimentality. Realism, Willa Cather had not 
l xperienced yet, is a double-edged tool. A necessity in a novel which purpor s ~o represent a country and people whieh have played an important part in the 
Lriter's life, it should yet be kept a servant. Did Willa Cather sufficient~ 
~ealize that realism and truth are not interchangeable terms? Patiently 
l ollowing Antonia Shimerda's actual progress from care-free little girl to 
lodding farm-hand, from farm-hand to hired girl, and from hired girl to wife 
nd mother, Willa Cather neglected her artist's privilege, and duty, to excise 
ondense, select. The woman in her could care for Antonia the hired girl as 
ll uch as for Antonia, the farm girl; the artist should have seen that only the 
atter mat tered, that the cook's apron hid where the farmer's masculine garb 
levealed the essential, the deeper Antonia. 
ay I submit a third, complementary hypothesis as to the cause of 'My Antonia' ' 
lk ructural weakness? With Antonia, I said, the book stands and falls - was sh 
ot too simple a personality to fill a whole novel? Should not Willa Cather 
l ther have made her the heroine of a short story (the length of, say, 'The 
~ amend Mina • ) ? Onee you look at it in this way do not the weak parts of 'My 
1
btonia' (Books II and III in particular) look suspiciously like padding, 
\Lmconscious padding of course)? 
1 
~ 
Outstanding passages in the book: ott-quoted parts with an infinite depth of quality. 
1. Beauty. 
'All those fall afternoons were the same, but I never got used to them. A~ 
far as we could see, the miles of copper-red grass were drenched in sunli~t 
that was stronger and fiercer than at any other time of the day. The 
blond cornfields were red gold, the haystacks turned rosy and thrslong 
shadows. The whole prairie was like the bush that burned with tire and w a 
not consumed. That hour always had the exultation of victory, of tri-
umphant ending, like a hero's death - heroes who died young and glorious! • 
It was a sudden transfiguration, a lifting-up of day. 
How many an afternoon Antonia and I have trailed along the prairie under 
that magnificence! And always the long black shadows flitted before us o 
l. 
followed after, dark spots on the ruddy grass.• 
'We sat looking oft across the country, watching the sun go down. The 
curly green grass about ua was on fire now. The bark of the oaks turned ~ s 
red as copper. There was a shimmer of gold on the brown river. Out in tle 
stream the sandbars flittered like glass, and the light trembled in the 
willow thickets as it little flames were leaping among them. The breeze 
waned to stillness. In the distance a ringdove mourned plaintively, and 
somewhere off in the bushes an owl hooted. The girls sat l istless, leanilg 
against each other. The long fingers of the sun touched their foreheads. 
Presently we saw a curious thing: there were no clouds, the sun was going ~own 
in a limpid, gold-washed sky. ~ust as the lower edge of the red disc res1~d 
on the high field against the horizon, a great black figure suddenly appeered 
on the face of the sun. We sprang to our feet straining our eyes toward 
it. In a moment we realized what it was. On some upland farm, a pl ough 
had been lett standing in the field. The sun was sinking just behind it. 
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Magnified across the distance by the horizontal light, it stood out againa ~ 
the sun, exactly contained within the circle of the disc; the handles, th] 
tongue, the share - black against the molten red. There it was, heroic iD 
size, a picture writing on the sun. 
Even while we whispered about it, our vision disappeared; the ball dropped 
and dropped until the red tip went beneath the earth. The field below us 
was dark, the sky was growing pale, and that forgotten plough had sunk 
1. 
back to its own littleness somewhere on the prairie.' 
Certain sections of the book simply bubble - over with humor, as evidenced by 
the following selections: 
'Cutter lived in a state of perpetual warfare with his wife and yet, appar-
ently, they never thought of separating. On Sunday mornings one could see 
him out at the fair grounds, speeding around the race-course in his trotti~ 
buggy, wearing yellow gloves and a black-and-white check traveling cap, hi~ 
whiskers blowing back in the breeze. If there were any boys about, CutteJ 
would offer one of them a quarter to hold the stop-watch, and then drive 
forth, saying he had no change and would fix it up next time. No one couli 
cut his lawn or wash his buggy to suit him. He was so fastidious and prin 
about his place that a boy would go to a good deal of trouble to throw a 
dead cat into his backyard, or to dump a sackful of tin cans in his alley. 
It was a peculiar combination of old-maidishness and licentiousness that 
made cutter seem so despicable. 
He had certainly met his match when he married Mrs. Cutter. She was a 
terrifying-looking person; almost a giantess in height, raw-boned, with 
iron gray hair, a face always flushed, and prominent hysterical eyes. Whe 
she meant to be entertaining and agreeable, she nodded her head incessant-
1y and snapped her eyes at one. Her teeth were long and curved like a 
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horse's; people said babies always cried if she smiled at them. Her face 
had 8 kind of fascination for me; it was the very color and shape of anger 
There was 8 gleam of something akin to insanity in her full, intense eyes. 
She was formal in manner, and made calls in rustling, steel-gray brocades 
and a tall bonnet with bristling aigrettes. She painted china so assiduou -
her husband 's shaving-mug, we le ly that even her washbowls and pitchers, and 
covered with violets and lilies. Once when cutter was exhibiting some of 
his wife's china to a caller, he dropped a piece. Mrs. Cutter put her 
handkerchief to her lips as if she were going to faint and said grandly: 
'MY dear Mr. cutter, you have broken all the Commandments, - spare the 
finger-bowls: ' 
They quarreled from the moment Cutter came into the house until they went 
to bed at night, and their hired girls reported these scenes to the town a 
large. Mm Cutter had several times cut paragraphs about unfaithful hua-
bands out of the newspapers and mailed them to Cutter in a disguised hand-
writing. Cutter would come home at noon, find the mutilated journal in th 
paper-rack, and triumphantly fit the clipping into the space from which it 
had been cut. Those two could quarrel all morning about whether he ought 
to put on his heavy or light underwear, and all evening about whether he 
had taken cold or not. 
The cutters had major as well as minor subjects to dispute. The chief of 
these was the question of inheritance: Mrs. Cutter told her husband plain 
ly it was his fault that they had no children. He insisted that Mrs. 
cutter had purposely remained childless, with the determination to outlive 
him and to share his property with her 'people' whom he detested. To this 
she would reply that unless he changed his mode of life she would certain~ 
outlive him. After listening to her insinuations about his physical 
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soundness, Cutter would resume his dumb-bell practice for a month or rise 
early, at the hour when his wife most liked to sleep, dress noisily, and 
drive out to the track with his trotting-horae. 
Once .when they quarreled about household expenses, Mrs. Cutter put on her 
brocade and went among their friends soliciting orders for painted china, 
saying that Mr. Cutter had compelled her to 'live by her brush'. Gutter 
wasn't ashamed as she had expected; he was delighted! Cutter often threat n-
ed to out down the cedar trees which half-buried the house. His wife decl~r-
ed she would leave him if she were stripped of the 'privacy' which she fel 1 
these trees afforded her. That was his opportunity, surely; but he never 
cut down the trees. The Cutters seemed to find their relation to each other 
interesting and stimulating, and certainly the rest of us found them so. 
Wick Cutter was different from any other rascal I have ever known, but I e 
found Mrs. cutters all over the world; sometimes founding new religions, 
sometimes being forcibly fed - easily recognizable, even when superficial 
l. 
tamed.' 
The following is a selection from the book showing humor tinged with a littre 
pathos. Fuchs, the hired man, is speaking, as he works on a casket. 
'The hardest part of my job's done,' he announced. 'It's the head end of 
it that comes hard with me, especially when I'm out of practice. The last 
time I ever made one of these, Mrs. Burden,' he continued, as he sorted an 
tried his chisels, •was for a fellow in the Black Tiger mine, up above Sil 
verton, Colorado. The .mouth of that mine goes right into the face of the 
cliff, and they used to put us in a bucket and run us over on a trolley 
and shoot us into the shaft. The bucket traveled across a box canon three 
hundred feet deep, and about a third full of water. Two swedes had fell o 
ot that bucket once, and hit the water, feet down. If you'll believe it, 
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they went to work the next day. You can't kill a SWede. But in my time 
a little Eyetalian tried the high dive, and it turned out different with 
him. We was snowed in then, like we are now, and I happened to be the on 
man in cemp that could make a cof:f'in :f'or him. It' a a handy thing to know, 
when you knock about like I've done.' 
'We'd be hard up to it now, it you didn't know, Otto,' grandmother said. 
'Yes'm,' Fuchs admitted with modest pride. 'So few folks does know how to 
made a good tight bo~ that'll turn wa~er. I sometimes wonder if there'll 
be anybody to do it for me. However, I'm not at all particular that way.' 
Then comes one o:f' the most exquisitely beautiful descriptions o:f' the entire 
book, in which Jim Burden (the teller o:f' the story) sees Antonia :f'or the 
last time before he leaves the West forever. 
''Do you know, Antonia, since I've been away, I think of you more ~:f'ten than 
of anyone else in this part of the world. I'd have liked to have you for a ll 
sweetheart, or a wife, or my mother or my sister - anything that a woman ca 
be to a man. The idea of you is a part of my mind; you influence my likes 
and dislikes, all my tastes, hundreds of times when I don't realize it. 
You really are a part o:f' me.' 
She turned her bright, level, believing eyes to me and the tears came up in 
them slowly. 
'How can it be like that, when you know so many people, and when I've dis-
appointed you so? Ain't it wonderful, Jim, how much people can mean to each 
\ 
l. 
other? I'm so glad we had each other when we were little. I can't wait ti l 
my little girl's old enough to tell her about all the things we used to do. 
You'll always remember me when you think about old times, won't you? And I 
guess everybody thinks about old times, even the happiest people.'! 
1. 'My Antonia' - Book 1- The Shimerdaa Ohapter 15. 
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As we walked homeward across the rields, the sun dropped and lay like a 
great golden block in the low west. \Vhile it hung there, the moon rose 
in the east, as big as a cartwheel, pale silver and streaked with rose 
color, thin as a bubble or a ghost-moon. For rive, perhaps, ten minuteE 
the two luminaries oonrronted each other across the level land, resting 
on opposite edges or the world. In the singular light every little tree 
and shock or wheat, every sunflower stalk and clump of snow-or-the-moun-
tain, drew itselr up high and pointed; the very clouds and furrows in t~~ 
rields seemed to stand up sharply. I relt the old pull of the earth, th~ 
solemn magic that comes out ot those rields at nightrall. I wished I co ld 
be a little boy again, and that my way could end there. 
We reached the edge of the fields where our ways parted. I took her han s 
and held them against ~breast, feeling onee more how strong and warm a ld 
good they were, those brown hands, and remembering how many kind things 
they had done for me. I held them now for a long time over my heart. 
About us it was growing darker and darker, and I had to look hard to see 
her face, which I meant always to carry with me; the closest, realest 
face, under all the shadows of women's faces, at the very bottom of my 
memory. 
'I'll come back,' I said earnestly, through the soft, inclusive darkness 
'Perhaps you will' - I felt rather than saw her smile. 'But even ir you 
don't, you're here like my father. So I won't be lonesome.' 
As I went back alone over that familiar road, I could a~ost believe tha 
a boy and girl ran along beside me, as our shadows used to do, laughing 
and whispering to each other in the grass. - I told Antonia I would com. 
back, but life intervened, and it was twenty years before I kept my 
1. 
promise.' _ 
1. 'MY Antonia' - Book 4 - The Pioneer Woman's story - Chapter 4. 
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Another outstanding paragraph of outdoor descriptive beauty is the following. 
'We sat down and watched them. Antonia leaned her elbows on the table. 
There was the deepest peace in that orchard. It was surrounded by a 
triple enclosure; the wire fence, then the hedge of thorny locusts, then 
the mulberry hedge which kept out the hot winds of summer and held fast tc 
the protective snows ot winter. The hedges were so tall that we could see 
nothing but the blue sky above them, neither the barn root nor the windmi]~ . 
The afternoon sun poured down on us through the drying grape leaves. The 
orchard seemed full of sun, like a cup, and we could smell the ripe applef 
on the trees. The crabs hung on the branches as thick as beads on a string, 
purple-red, with a thin silvery haze over them. Some hens and ducks had 
crept through the hedge and were pecking at the fallen apples. The drakes 
were handsome fellows, with pinkish gray bodies, their heads and necks 
covered with iridescent green feathers which grew close and full, changing 
1. 
to blue like a peacocks neck.' 
The following passage, telling of ~im's return to Antonia's farm twenty years 
later, shows the tenderness of reminiscenae which Miss Cather can portray so 
exquisitely. 
'I walked between the two older boys - straight, well-made fellows, with g od 
heads and clear eyes. They talked about their school and the new teacher, 
told me about the cropa and the harvest, and how many steers they would fe d 
that winter. They were easy and confidential with me, as if I were an old 
friend of the family - and not too old. I felt like a boy in their compan , 
and all manner of forgotten interests revived in me. It seemed, after all 
. I 
so natural to be walking along a barbed-wire fence beside the sunset, towa d 
a red pond, and to see my shadow moving along at my right, over the close-
cropped grasa. 
1. 'MY Antonia' - Book 5 - Cuzak•s Boys - Chapter 1. 
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I put my hands on their shoulders as we walked along. 'Your mother, you 
know, was very much loved by all of us. She was a beautiful girl.' 
'Oh, we know!' They both spoke together; seemed a little surprised that 
I should think it necessary to mention this. 'Everybody liked her, didn't 
they?' 
'Sometimes,' I ventured, 'it doesn't occur to boys that their mother was 
ever young and pretty.' 
'Oh, we knowl' they said again warmly. 'She's not very old now,' 
Ambrosch added. 'Not much older than you.• 
'Well,' I said, 'if you weren't nice to her, I think I'd take a club anc 
go for the whole lot of you. I couldn't stand it if you boys were in-
considerate, or thought of her as if she were just somebody who looked 
after you. You see I was very much in love with your mother once, and 
know there's nobody like her.' 
The boys laughed and seemed pleased and embarrassed. •She never told Uf 
that,' said Anton. 'But she always talked lots about you, and about wlu: t 
good times you used to have. She has a picture of you that she cut out 
of the chicago paper once, and Leo says he recognized you when you drov~ 
up to the windmill. You can't tell about Leo, though; sometimes he likE[s 
to be sm&r"t. ' 
we brought the cows home to the corner nearest the barn, and the boys 
milked them while night came on. Everything was as it should be; the a rong 
smell of sunflowers and ironweed in the dew, the clear blue and gold of 
the sky, the evening star, the purr of the milk into the pails, the grwts 
and squeals of the pigs fighting over their supper. I began to feel th~ 
loneliness of the ·far.m-boy at evening, when the chores seem everlasting y 
1. 
the same, and the world so far away.' 
1. 'MY Antonia' -Book 5- Guzek's Boys- Chapter 1. 
Conclusion: an appreciation. 
Much of Miss Cather's best work, it is true, has been conceived in something 
of an atmosphere of placid reminiscence. In'~ Antonia' and '0 Pioneers!' 
the reader finds himself in the Middle West of the United States some thirty-
five to fifty years ago, when life, for all its hardships, still was leisure-
ly, and, on the homesteads of the slowly conquered prairies, almost ~atriarck~l. 
Her characters, however, have an authentic stamp of racial individuality. 
They reflect the reality of the present. In fact, it is possible to see in 
Miss Cather's novels the beginnings of a definitely American tradition evolvei 
from a conflict of association and assimilation, as opposed to the European 
tradition, say, of Mrs. Wharton. NOt that there is anything especially 
revolutionary about Miss Cather - the rules of punctuation are scrupulously 
observed; the manner can be best described as orthodox; in short, Miss Cather 
succeeds just where so many of her contemporaries fall down, and that is in 
the task of writing beautifully and well. The King Charles's head of 
psychoanalysis and experiment in 'genre' does not keep continually turning up 
in her books a& it does in those rather Mr. Dick-like compositions of Mr. 
sherwood Anderson for instance. Exquisitely concise, restrained and orderly, 
Miss Cather has a freshness, an originality, which comes neither from 
imitation nor invention. She gets the sense and ~ll and spirit of the 
Middle West into her prose, and lets it go at that. As a result, her novels 
have compactness and proportion; they come to life, and-, like ell works of 
art which manage to create the illusion of life, they convey the idea of 
~aterious and unwieldly forces operating, obscurely perhaps, somewhere 
underneath the surface of things which it would be impossible probably to 
treat in a directer ·manner. Miss Cather's Swedes and Germans have all the 
significance and s.ymbolism which goes into the making of ~ths. There ia 
omething vast and contradictory about them. They represent humanity in a 
a modern Babel, and it is espeoielly this sense of contradicto y 
nwieldliness revolving slowly into some kind of perspective and design which 
r ives Miss Cather's work so much of ita importance and vitality. A breath of 
he 'fresh, easy-blowing morning wind' and fragranQe of the Nebraska prairie 
to her pages, but, more than that, Miss Cather has caught the stuff an 
of a people taking root in a new soil, end made literature. Not that 
has ever made the slightest effort to emphasize her local individuality b 
. I 
use of peculiar words or idioms, or an aggressively conscious 'Americanis •' 
I 
er English is pure and simple, her cadence quietly melodious; in restraint, as 
ometimes in outlook and mood, she reminds us of Chekov; she is as carefully 
ccurate as the most accurate of the French. The American quality in her is 
ubtle and pervasive: a natural thing, not the result of a forced effort. 
~as Cather was distinctly influenced by l~s. Wharton in the writing of this 
book. 'My Antonia' suggests the technique of 'Ethan Frome' in it 
I 
outline and concise proportions, its quality of frugal and arresti 
arrative. 
I jj ime being from those symbols and traditions by which man lives, both of Miss 
Cather's earlier novels, ( '0 Pioneers!' and 'MY Antonia') have a tendency to 
As a record of life in its more primitive aspect, divorced for th 
edantic. As stories, both are simple, even slight. The denouement of 'My 
I tonia' is really a repetition of the climax in 1 0 Pioneers%'; nevertheless, 
I certain freshnese of phrase and spontaneity of feeling is unmistakable; 
ncidents and characters linger long in the mind, infinitely brave and touchi 
, he arrival of the Shimerda family from Bohemia, friendless and uncomprehendi 
I 
n a land whose tongue they do not understand: the immensity of night on the 
t rairie; the Burdens• 'hired• men, Jake and Otto; and grandmother Burden 
alking to the Shimerdas at the top of her voice, as though they were deaf; 
e 
• 
Antonia herself in her rabbit-skin cap; the great blizzard; and jake and 
Otto in for breakfast from the morning's chores, covered with snow, but feel· 
ing, nevertheless, very cheerful; grandfather Burden, putting on his silver-
rimmed spectacles to read prayers in a sonorous, slow voice; and old Mr. 
Shimerda crossing himself as he knelt quietly in front of the lighted 
Christmas tree. 
'I saw grandmother look apprehensively at grandfather. He was 
rather narrow in reiigious matters and sometimes spoke out and 
hurt people's feelings. There had been nothing strange about 
the tree before, but now, with someone kneeling before it -
images, candles •••••• Grandfather merely put his finger-tips 
to his brow and bowed his venerable head, thus Protestantizing 
1. 
the atmosphere.• 
As has been said before, while Antonia remained on the prairie, and stood as 
the chief character, the book was superb. When Antonia was removed to the 
city, and became a secondary character in importance, the story faltered, th 
theme lagged. The story is itself symbolic, but, for all its skill and 
beauty, its delicate perceptions, 'MY Antonia' is distinguished chiefly by 
reason of its promise rather than its actual achievement - a promise which 
was fully kept in her next novel, 'One of Ours!' 
1. 'MY Antonia' - Book 1-The Shimerdas- Chapter s. 
ONE OF OURS 
Briefly the theme: 
Claude Wheeler was 'one of ours' who left his Nebraska farm to fight and die in 
the Great War. He was an eager, sensitive youth, to whose inarticulate 
longings life had brought no answer. In the world which seemed so satisfyi 
to all around him he had never felt at home. Except when his mother and 
faithful old Mahailey, were around him, all his relationships had been dis-
appointing and even between himself and his mother her narrow religious 
beliefs had made a barrier. His marriage proved the crowning disappointment 
of all. He lived on his prosperous acres in the midst of material plenty, 
hungry for he knew not what, longing to do something with his life. Miss 
Cather makes the war a means of release to his baffled soul. He went gladly 
\ never questioning that the call was clear, the cause glorious. He found in 
I France the youth he had never had, companionship, a meaning to life, and die 
lbefore the disillusionment came which he could never have borne. 
The characters: 
The characters are little analyzed. 
revealed in dialogue and in action? 
What analysis is required when they stana 
Willa Cather is equally chary of descripl 
tiona - one touch, carefully selected, is enough to make the reader see a ma 
an incident, a landscape. You can trust his imagination to complete the 
picture you suggest. The reader feels safe at last in Willa Cather's hands. 
The center of interest will not this time be suddenly shifted, nor the hero 
suddenly be dropped for somebody we care nothing about. So he gives himself 
to unmixed enjoyment of the book, delighting in that sane, comprehensive view 
l f that world which gives it the force of 
~he signs of genius at its task. Nowhere 
~ortrait of the Wheeler famiiby with which 
an unprejudiced record. 
are they more evident than in the 
the book opens, a portrait so fresh and 
unforgettable and true as to recall irresistibly that of the Tulliver family. 
The iVheelers stand on a background of pastures and cornland, around them the 
big, prosperous, djsorderly farm on Lovely Creek. Mr. Wheeler the father, a 
florid personality, full of vitality and fun, litreral of his time and his 
money, always ready to attend to anybody's business but his own, a perfect 
egoist withal, utterly diaregerdful of other people's feelings - 'a jolly, 
easy-going father indeed, for a boy who was not thin-skinned' (9'). Mrs. 
\Vheeler a retiring diffide~t soul, pious and sensitive, ignorant of life end 
afraid of the world, gladly confining herself to the narrow circle of her 
family and except when Claude's interests and feelings ere concerned, with-
drawing into a spiritual world where everything is order and peace. Claude 
is the only one of her sons she feels any anxiety for. The other two are 
only too much at home in this hard world - Ralph, the youngest, because he h~s 
I 
his father 's perfect assurance and simple-hearted enjoyment of life and of 
his own litt le jokes; Bayliss, the eldest, because his is the positive, one-
track mind that succeeds in the race for money and power. He would indeed 
succeed on a larger theatre than Frankfort, where he had a prosperous farm 
implement business, were he not a ruthless fanatic, handicapped and soured 
by dyspepsy, inclined to 'regulate everybody's diet by his own feeble consti 
tution' {8), afraid of stimulants and of unsterilized products and ideas of 
all kinds. Mahailey, the old servant, an illiterate 'poor white' and a very 
simple soul, completes the family circle. Her head is full of crazy, half-
formed ideas and suspicions, yet she is 'shrewd in her estimate of people' 
quick to sense 'all shades of personal feeling, the accords and antipathies 
in the household (20). 
Claude stands among them bullied by his father, who misses no occasion to 
trample on his son's pride, pitied though not always comprehended by his 
1mother, petted by old Nmhailey. With Ralph he gets on fairly wel~.Between 
~ayliss and him there is no love lost. He has one or two staunch friends out-
side of his family, yet he is terribly alone. His father's restlessness, his 
mother's sensitiveness combine to pull him 'in two or three wa~at once' (12} 
,ae has a splendid physique twhich he takes for granted), red hair, and a big 
!head (which he is ashamed of), an inborn love of order, a keen sense of value 
l nd potentialities which makes his father 's and Ralph's prodigality and care-
l ~essnesa as distasteful to him as Bayliss's exclusive pursuit of money. He i 
~ 11 ardent impulses for which neither farm work nor school work provide a 
~ufficient outlet. He has an instinctive, urgent need to revere, but he will 
10t bow to a low ideal. I . 
Phe treatment of the theme and the characters: 
~ first see Claude at twenty or so, preparing •to go back to the struggling 
~enominational college on the outskirts of the state capital, where he had 
i lready spent two dreary and unprofitable winters' (21). Why does he go 
II . 
ack? His critical, clear-headed intelligence has long s1nce seen through his 
eachers, seen that, like their worthy colleagues in 'Elmer Gantry' they are I . 
nly 'preachers who couldn't make a living at preaching' (21). He does not 
eally want to go back: he despises his teachers, dismisses ' all Christian 
]
heology as something too full of evasions and sophistries to be reasoned 
bout• (42),•and is equally contemptuous of his fellow students• soppy way 'of 
~ . 
leekly accepting permitted pleasures' (41). e goes back, because, for all hi.s clear independent thinking and his violent 
~ . 
ilemper, he cannot assert himself against his family; because, as soon as he 
c ~ops a hint of wanting to go to the state university instead of to the Temple 
lis father begins to banter him and he cannot stand his father's pokes , his 
l ather looks aggrieved and says , (Brother Weldon said many of the professors 
73 
at the state university are not Christian men') and Claude never wants to 
hurt that childlike faith of hera. 
'Claude is on his way back to Lincoln, with a fairly liberal allowance 
which does not contribute much to his comfort or pleasure. He had no 
friends or instructors whom he can regard with admiration, though the 
need to adn1ire is just now uppermost in his nature. He is convinced tha the 
people who might mean something to him will always misjudge him and pass 
him by. He is not so much afraid of loneliness as he is of accepting 
cheap substitutes; of making excuses to himself for a teacher who flatte 
him, of waking up some morning to find himself admiring a girl merely 
because she is accessible. He has a dread of easy compromises, and he is 
1. 
terribly afraid of being fooled.' 
There are two oases in his dreary college life. He attends a seminar course 
in history at the university (for the first time he was encouraged to think, 
'for the first time he was studying a subject which seemed to him vital' (32 ). 
He forms a friendship with the Erlichs, a German family. 
At the Erlichs, in a sympathetic atmosphere of music, tobacco smoke, and liv ly 
conversation, Claude discovers new possibilities in family life and a higher 
way of living. 
'He had never heard a family talk so much, or with anything like so much 
zest. Here there was none of the poisonous reticence he had always 
associated with family gatherings, nor the awkwardness of people sitting 
with their hands in their lap. facing each other, each one guarding his 
secret or his suspicion, while he hunted for a safe subject to talk about 
Almost without realizing what he was doing, he tried to think things out 
and to justify his opinions to himself, so that he would have something t 
say when the Erlich boys questioned him. He had grown up with the convic ion 
1. 'One of Ours' - page 29 
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I 
that it was beneath his dignity to explain himself, just as it was to 
dress carefully, or to be caught taking pains about anything. It wasn't 
.American to explain yourself; you didn't have to! If you got too much 
1. 
bored, you went to town and bought something new'. 
Here, he finds, are people who know how to live, people 'who spend their mon y 
on themselves, instead of on machines to do the work and machines to enterta n 
people ' ( 36 ) • 
No sooner, however, has Claude been allowed to breathe the lighter, more 
congenial air of learning and of culture, than he must go back to the farm fer 
good. A typically arbitrary decision of his father's entrusts him with the 
full responsibility of the farm, a huge affair, while Mr. Vfueeler, never loatl 
to give himself a holiday, goes to settle Ralph on a ranch in Colorado. 
It is hard on Claude. He who, only a few months earlier, stumblingly said tc 
a friend: ' Well, if we've only got once to live, it seems like there ought t ) 
be something, -well, something splendid about life, sometimes' {44), now, 
'flung himself upon the land and planted it with what was fermenting in him, 
glad to be so tired at night that he could not think' {66). 
Days and weeks pass. Claude with characteristic faithfulness and 'amour-
propre' takes his work and his responsibilities much to heart (too much to 
heart as he shows when an accident for which he is not responsible depresses 
and humiliates him). He fails to find peace. 
Work is all very well, but what is he working for? His father does not reslJf 
care how he does the work, or even whether he does it at all. 
Money? 'He could not see the use of working for money, when money brought 
nothing one wanted' (82). 
Security? 'To be assured, at his age, of three meals a day and plenty of 
sleep, was like being assured of a decent burial' (86). 
1. •one of Ours' - pages35,37. 
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In vein does he attempt to subdue his own nature. 
'When he thought he had at last got himself in hand, a moment would undc 
the work of days; in a flash he would be transformed from a wooden post 
into a living boy. He would spring to his feet, turn over quickly in 
bed, or stop short in his walk, because the old belief flashed up in 
him with an intense kind of hope, en intense kind of pain - the convic-
tion that there was something splendid about life, if he could but find 
1. 
it!' 
A visit at the Erlichs makes him feel he does not belong there. He tries 
traveling. In vain. What's the use of wandering where one feels 'unrelated 
to anything' {99), where one matters to no one? He goes back to the farm. 
What else is there he can do? Again he works himself to death, he tries not 
to think nor to dream. Life, he thinks with the grim finality of twenty, has 
no more in store for him that the same dull round of work, sleep, work, and 
pleasures that do not satisfy. As he thus suffers and torments himself, love 
comes and takes him by surprise. 
Claude has no sisters. Girls, he has fought shy of, ashamed of his awkward-
ness, his red heir and his freckles. Women for him are sanctified beings, 
living, like his mother, in a place apart, fer above the grosser world of men. 
No wonder then if, of the two girls he knows, clasamates and neighbors of his 
he chooses the wrong one. Gladys Farmer is the woman for him, ardent, intell -
gent, free from small-town prejudice, passionately fond of musio ••••• He must 
needs become engaged to Enid Royce, a narrow, oold, puritanic nature whose 
interests are impersonal and immaterial, an iron will in a prim, frail-lookin~ 
body. He sees only her gracefulness, feels unworthy of her, grateful for her 
patience and kindness to him as he lies on a sick bed, his soul aglow with 
admiration, humility and love. Her stubbornness, of which he has more than e 
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glimpse, makes a char.ming contrast with her graceful appearance. Her very 
passivity to his embr~ce, though it hurts him, he must fain call the reserve 
of a pure nature. 
'She would be slow to feel even a little of what he was feeling; he knew 
that. It would take a long while. But he would be infinitely patient, 
infinitely tender for her. Even in his dreams he never awakened her, bu 
loved her while she was still and unconscious like a statue. He would s~ed 
1. 
love upon her until she warmed and changed without knowing why.' 
'He believed in the transforming power of marriage' (146). 
The awakening is painful and swift. This is his bridal night: 
'The train left Frankfort. He made his way through the aisles of swaying 
green curtains, and tapped at the door of his state room. It opened a 
little way, and Enid stood there in a white silk dressing-gown with many 
ruffles, her hair in two smooth braids over her shoulders. 
'Claude,' she said in a low voice, •would you mind getting a berth some-
where out in the car to-night? The porter says they are not all taken. 
I'm not feeling very well. I think the dressing on the chicken salad 
must have been too rich.' 
He answered mechanically. 'Yes, certainly. Can't I get you something?' 
'No thank you. Sleep will do me more good than anything else. Good-night ' 
2. 
She closed the door and he heard the lock slip •••••••' 
'BY morning the storrnof anger, disappointment, and humiliation that was 
boiling in him when he first sat down in the observation car, had died 
out. One thing lingered; the peculiarly casual, indifferent, uninterested 
tone of his wife's voice when she sent him away. It was the flat tone 
3. 
in which people make commonplace remarks about common things ••• ' 
But why had Enid married him? Because, in her cool, sexless way, she is fon 
1. •one of Ours' - page 120 
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1 o~ Claude, proud of his strength, •soil strength' -•solicitous ~or his 
co~ort• (172}. Because, when a woman has prohibition and ~oreign missions 
at heart, marriage enables her to do more for the good cause. Because, my 
marrying Claude, she hopes to reclaim him ~or the church. She is as much 
disappointed in him as he is in her. Claude flatly re~uses to have anything 
to do with prohibition, ~oreign missions and the church; she seems to have 
o~~ended him though she can't for the li~e of her see how, he has 'moods o~ 
desperate silence' (173), he avoids her presence more and more. Claude mean 
while goes about his work, mechanically making the right gestures, ~eeling 
entrapped, hating himself 'for accepting at all her grudging hospitality. He 
was wronging something in himself' (173). 
His deliverance is nearer than he knows. Enid's sister falls ill in China, 
Enid calmly informs her husband that she is going over to nurse her. ('It 
isn't as if you couldn't be perfectly comfortable at your mother's ••••• You 
mustn't be selfish' she says in substance to Claude). 
'Claude knew that tone. Enid never questioned the rightness of her own 
decisions. When she made up her mind, there was no turning her. He went 
down the path to the barn with his hands stuffed in his trousers pockets, 
his bright pail hanging on his arm. Try again - what was there to try? 
Platitudes, littleness, falseness - His life was choking him, and he hadn t 
the courage to break with it. Let her go! Let her go when she would! 
What a hideous world to be born into! Or was it hideous only for him? 
1. 
Everything he touched went wrong under his hand - always had' (181). 
nid gone, Claude moves over to his mother's. His position he ~eels more abs d 
and hopeless than ever. One thing draws him out of himself and brings him 
l earer to his mother: his growing interest in the war news. 
t first the war means nothing to the Vfueelers. European feuds are obscure end 
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far away, Luxemburg and Serbia but names on a map, names not so easily 
located either. Of France they know nothing, except that Paris is the wicked 
capital of pleasure, and the French are corrupt and pagan. The Germans 
are pacifists, idealists, and a splendid hard-working people. Gradually, 
however, as the dramatic news pile on - Belgium invaded, Paris threatened, 
the French government nnoved to Bordeaux, the German invasion miraculously 
arrested at the Marne - Claude and hi s mother (they have become experts in 
map-reading now and pore over the encyclopedia) begin to see a meaning in it 
all. It vitally matters to the world whether France goes down and brutal 
strength prevails. At first Claude's private tragedy made him forget the 
huge drama that was affecting millions of lives. Only as his wire leaves h~ 
and he lives again with his mother does he awaken to the consciousness or th~ 
greater misery in the world. The week before Christmas his wife left him. n 
April (1917) Claude starts for the training camp. 
He does not feel he is doing anything unusual or meritorious: it is very 
little for a man to do. At least he is giving himself, a willing body and a 
ready mind, to help save the country and the city which, whatever the rights 
or wrongs of their cause, are now threatened with annihilation. 
The end is soon told. Claude goes over as a lieutenant with the A.E.F., 
volunteers all, boys going to the war in a spirit of brave adventure, giving 
a chivalrous answer to the call of a country of which most of them know noth ng 
except that it needs them. He is happy at last! 
'Something was released that had been struggling for a long while, he 
told himself. He had been due in France since the first battle of the 
Marne; he had followed false leads and lost preoious time and seen misery 
enough, but he was on the right road at last. The f eeling of purpose, ot 
fateful purpose, was strong in his breast' • 
• ·'One Of Ours' - pages 253 and 254, 
7'! 
Nothing can upset him now. Through the horrors of the passage acrose (a deaa~y 
epidemic breaks out on the crowded, old transport ship), the first estrangement 
in France, the constant tension and precariousness of life at the front and t he 
hell of battle, Claude earries a serene heart. Listening to the sound of the 
guns brings sweet assurance. 'Men could still die for an idea; and would bur· ~ 
all they had made to keep their dreams. Ideals were not archaic thi~ beaut · -
ful and impotent; they were the real sources of power among men' (341). 
And so it is a man at peace with the world and with himself, master of himse1f 
and of his men, who dies one September morning, feeling 'only one thing; that 
he commanded wonderful men' (367). 
'When ( 1~s. ~fueeler) can see nothing that has come of it all but evil, she 
reads Claude's letters over again and reassures herself; for him the call 
was clear, the cause was glorious. Never a doubt stained his bright fait~. 
She divines so much that he did not write. ~he knows what to read into 
those short flashes of enthusiasm; how fully he must have found his life 
before he could let himself go so far - he, who was so afraid of being 
fooled! He died believing his own country better than it is, and France 
better than any country can ever be. And those were beautiful beliefs to 
die with. Perhaps it was as well to see that vision, and then to see no 
more. She would have dreaded the awakening, - sometimes she even doubts 
whether he could have borne at all that last, desolating disappointment. 
one by one the heroes of that war quietly die by their own hand. Vlhen 
Claude's mother hears of these things, she shudders and presses · her 
hands tight over her breast, as if she had him there. She feels as if Go 
had saved him from some horrible suffering, some horrible end. For as ah 
reads, she thinks those slayers of themselves were all so like him; they 
were the ones who had hoped extravagantly - who in order to do what they 
I 
did had to hope extravagantly, and to believe passionately. And they 
found they had hoped and believed too much. But one she knew, who could 
ill bear disillusion •••• safe, safe! 
Mahailey, when they are alone, sometimes addresses Mrs. \Vheeler as 
' Mudder'; 'Now, Mudder, you go upstairs an' lay· down an' rest yourself.' 
Mrs. Wheeler knows that then she is thinking of Claude, is speaking for 
Claude. As they are working at the table or bending over the oven, some-
thing reminds them of him, and they think of him together, like one person. 
Mahailey will pat her back and say, 'Never you mind, Mudder; you'll see 
your boy up yonder.' l~s. \Vheeler always feels that God is near- but 
Mahailey is not troubled with any knowledge of interstellar places, and 
for her He is nearer still - directly overhead, not so very far above the 
1. 
ki tc hen stove.' 
- The End -
I I have not tried to give a complete analysis of the treatment in 'One Of o~~~'· 
There is much more in it than I have shown. I have said little or nothing o1 
ita merits as a war book, o~ its qualities as a portrait o~ Nebraskan or Fre1rh 
life, little or nothing of its interesting secondary characters. I have cho en 
t o concentrate rather on the hero, one of Willa Cather's outstanding creatioJb 
and, if not typically representative of American youth (there are not many 
Claude Wheelers in any generation), at least, he is 'one of ours' and he is 
typical of youth's blunders and youth's illusions, and youth's generous ardor.. 
Claude: 
A very human figure indeed, with the ironic co~t between his fiery, abaol~~e 
idealism and his apparently passive acceptance of a reality that sadly mocks 
his dreams. There is the same flaw in him as in Hamlet, the same lack of 
correspondence between the idea and the act. At all the critical junctures 
of his life, whenever there is a choice to be made - Temple College or the 
state university; the farmer's or the scholar's life; Enid or Gladys; marriag 
r the war - he chooses, not what his keen critical intelligence tells him he 
ught to choose, but what he knows to hold but little promise of happiness fo 
im. Has he then a total lack of moral backbone? On the contrary, as his 
ortitude in adversity shows he has considerable will power. How then shall e 
ccount for his making such a bungle of his life? There is no one explanatio l 
(Claude is no one-piece figure like Antonia), no single cause for his failure 
e fails because of the presence in him of conflicting elements (diffidence, 
·mpulsivity, sensitiveness, pride, humility, etc.) each one in itself a 
aluable asset in other circumstances and a different milieu; elements benefi ial 
ven in their combination and opposition (it is a good thing, for example, th t 
·mpulsivity should be checked by humility,); elements that prove fatal to Clade 
o lomg as they are not coordinated and controlled by one guiding purpose. 
hat the favorable conditions are realized late is not his fault so much as t .at 
f circQnstances. It Claude had been born in pioneer days, the magnitude and 
ecessity of the task before him would have absorbed his energies and proved he 
I 
nifying power needed to turn his qualities to account. If he had been brought 
p in a cultivated environment, with early access to the accumulated wealth o~ 
how valuable to Claude, a scientist and a historian, would those ve~y 
ualities prove that are such a handicap to Claude, Farmer Wheeler's son% Eve 
s Farmer Wheeler's son, let his father be but a little more encouraging, a 1 ttle 
orecomprehensive, how different, how much happier would Claude ' s life have 
urned out. 
s it is, Claude is born in a coarse environment in prosperous times: his ac te 
erception of the differences between himself and his family, of the discrepa cy 
between his ideal and the surrounding reality, his father's brutal jocularity 
turns into diffidence, and dread of ridicule, and Claude develops a character etic 
I 
·nreriority complex. He cannot be happy, or usefully engaged, on the farm wh re 
e naturally belongs. And, as he soon discovers in his short intercourse wit 
he Erlich family and the state university and in his unsuccessful attempt at 
j raveling, he cannot be happy where he does not belong. The result is the 
I angle we know, prolonged by the irony of fate, (best perceptible in his 
rriage} and by his own peasant slowness at seeing the only way of escape 
I pen to him. Thus he stands, a tragic because a divided figure, a pathetic a d 
I lovable example of our greatness and our impotence. 
[ he style: 
f ne Of Ours' 
tremendous 
received the Pulitzer Prize for the best novel of 1922, and had 
well-deserved immediate popularity, and it immediately placed it 
author in the forefront of American novelists. In 'One Of Ours• Miss Cather 
l ave up imitating J~s. Wharton and this novel, consequently, shows her coming 
I o a genuine mastery of style and manner of her own. All the kaleidoscopic, 
shifting quantities of life in the Middle West are he~brought clearly, defin I . 
tely into focus with a superb handling of background and creation of charact ; 
l generation native to the soil emerges from the ruck of Swedes and Danes and 
rmans and Bohemians with a distinctness as vivid as it is varied and 
ndigenous, There is ·a perfect harmony of subject, style and setting. The 
narrative has the sincerity and radiance of something freshly visualised; it 
~lows as delicately as a sonnet. The dialogue has all the crispness and 
~lavor of idiom. The promise of 'MY Antonia' is herelavishly fulfilled. A 
~ . 
mere compactness of outline and proportion is developed into an exquisite com 
~actness of both form and feeling; background is here subordinated to characteJ 
I . 
ith a perception, a restraint, which was a little lacking in the earlier nov s. 
One Of Ours' shows a marked advance, an individuality of treatment and pre-
ision unsurpassed certainly by any contemporary American novelist. 
a 
Verisimilitude and symbolism meet and intermingle, miraculously, like oil 
mixing perfectly with water; the beginnings of a new culture and a new tradi ion 
springing from and nourished by the soil of a new continent, the welter of 
conflicting tongues and ideals which is shown so sympathetically in '0 
Pioneers!' and 'My Antonia', here burgeons into a clear singleness of beauty 
and originality which seems almost an emanation of the soil itself. The 
characters which people 'One Of Ours' have a disturbing actuality. Like all 
of her novels, 'One Of Ours' is so closely-knit that quotation is difficult, but 
the portrait of Claude's father gives an admirable illustration of Miss 
Cather's gifts and exquisite perception in creating human beings. 
'Half an hour after the wagon left, Nat Wheeler put on an alpaca coat and 
went off in the rattling buckboard in which, though he kept two automobilE s, 
he still drove about the country. He said nothing to his wife; it was he l 
business to guess whether or not he would be home for dinner. She and 
Mahailey would have a good time scrubbing and sweeping all day, with no 
men around to bother them. 
There were few days in the year when Wheeler would not drive off somewher~ : 
to an auction sale, or a political convention , or a meeting of the army 
corps or farmers' telephone directors - see how his neighbors were getti~ 
on with their work, if there was nothing else to look after. He preferre 
his buckboard to a car because it was light, went easily over heavy or 
rough roads, and was so ricketty that he never felt he must suggest his 
wife's accompanying him. Besides he could see the country better when 
he didn't have to keep his mind on the road. He had come to this part of 
Nebraska when the Indians and the buffaloes were still about, remembered he 
grasshopper year and the big cyclone, had watched the farms emerge one by 
one from the great rolling page where once only the wind wrote its story. 
He had encouraged new settlers to take up homesteads, urged on courtships 
loaned young fellows to marry on, seen families grow and prosper; until hE 
felt a little as if ell this were his own enterprise. The changes, not 
only those the years made, but those the seasons made, were interesting t< 
him. 
People recognized ~at Wheeler and his cart a mile away. He sat massive a d 
coxnibrtable, weighing down one end of the slanting seat, his driving hand 
lying on his knee. Even his German neighbors, the Yoeders, who hated to 
stop work for a quarter of an hour on any account, were glad to see him 
coming. The merchants in the little towns about the county missed him if 
he didn't drop in once a week or so. He was active in politics; never 
ran for an office himself, but often took up the cause of a friend and 
conducted his campaign for him. 
The French saying, 'joy of the street, sorrow of the home', was exempli-
fied in Mr. Wheeler, though not at all in the French way. His own affair 
were of secondary importance to him. In the early days he had home-stead jd 
and bought and leased enough land to make him rich. Now he had only to 
rent it out to good farmers who liked to work - he didn't, and of that he 
made no secret. When he was at home, he usually sat upstairs in the 
living-room, reading newspapers. He subscribed for a dozen or more - the 
list included a weekly devoted to scandal - and he was well informed abou 
what was going on in the world. He had magnificent health, and illness 
in himself or in other people struck him as humorous. To be sure, he nev r 
suffered from anything more perplexing than toothache or boils, or an 
occasional bilious attack. 
Wheeler g8Ve liberally to churches and charities, and was always ready to 
lend money or machinery t .o a neighbor who was s•hort of anything. He like i 
to tease and shock diffident people, and had an exhaustible supply of 
of funny stories. There was this to be said for Nat Wheeler, that he liked 
every sort of human creature; he liked good people and honest people, and 
he liked rascals and hypocrites almost to the point of loving them. If 
he heard that a neighbor had played a sharp trick or done something 
particularly mean, he was sure to drive over to see the man at once, as i 
he hadn't hitherto appreciated him. There was a large loafing dignity 
about Claude's father. He liked to provoke others to uncouth laughter, 
1. 
but he never laughed immoderately himself.' 
~other outstanding passage describes Claude, the unfortunate youth, exalting 
l is dejection in the moonlight, like Salammbo on her high terrace, or Carol 
Xennicott in her Gopher Prairie garden: 
'Inside of living people, too, captives languished. Yes, inside of people 
who talked and worked in the broad sun, there were captives dwelling in 
darkness - never seen from birth to death. Into those prisons the moon 
shone, and the prisoners crept to the windows and looked out with mournfu 
eyes at the white globe which betrayed no secrets and comprehended all. 
The people whose hearts were set high needed such intercourse - whose 
wish was so beautiful that there were no experiences in this world to 
satisfy it. And these children of the moon, with their unappeased long-
ings and futile dreams, were a finer race than the children of the sun. 
This conception flooded the boy's heart like a second moonrise, flowed 
through him indefinite and strong, while he lay deathly still for fear of 
2. 
losing it.• . 
Thus lamented the hero of 'One Of Ours', a true Obermann of the prairie, 
seeking an ideal and a reason for existence. How many agonies has this pale 
moon of the prairies shone upon% 
1. 'One Of Ours' - pages 8 and 9 
2. 'One Of Ours' - page 186. 
One unfavorable note in the story. 
I was disappointed in one phase of the story, and that part dealt with the 
wife of Claude. 
Many critics have said that Miss Cather had no right to make the war glamoro ,s. 
The day of glory had departed and the day of 'What Price Glory' had arrived. 
To such an attitude there could be only one answer: Any glamor investing the 
war existed, as it always exists, not in the war itself, but in individual 
natures. I~as Cather was quite right in making the war an heroic pageant to 
an illusionist like Claude. Her fault lay not there but elsewhere. 
All the first half of the novel, with its intimate and loving re-creation of 
life in Nebraska, is as perfect as one would expect. Perhaps for Claude him! 
self, the youthful idealist, Miss Cather hardly captures our complete sympat y, 
but she has our assent, and thus far assent is sufficient. With the pitfall 
of his marriage the story begins to take on a tinge of incredibility, and th 
girl he marries is too little recognizable to be quite believed in. It is 
perhaps no.t the wife's blame that Claude is no more fit to be a husband than 
a six~year-old boy; she probably suffered a severe disappointment too, when 
she discovered what she had got. But Miss Cather neglects that side; for 
once Willa Cather is being sentimental - sentimental over Claude. 
Vfuile the World War certainly took place, and while young Americans were 
indubitably called into it, its intrusion on Claude's marriage destroys one 
story and arbitrarily substitutes another. Miss Cather is put in the positi .n 
of running away from the serious and important situation she has created 
between Claude and his wife and between Claude and the world. Familiar with 
France, if not with wartime, Miss Cather should have been able to produce a 
convincing atmosphere in the last half of 'One Of Ours'. The fact that she 
doesn't is partly attributable, one feels, to the intense reality of her 
Nebraska setting in the first halt. In other words, while Claude sticks to 
his own western lands, the thing is above reproach. All of him, all of his 
family and associates and locale are perfect because Miss Cather has written 
them as only she can write of such matters. Then, about the middle, she 
undertakes a large offensive, packs her hero in her wardrobe trunk, and 
carries him bodily to the war in France. The book is done for. The pity is 
that Miss Cather did not know war for the big bowwow stuff that it is and 
stick to her own farms and farmer folk. Miss Cather's story, so nobly epic 
in mood, so rich in life, so full of the tang of her native earth, so clear 
in ita minor intellectual perceptions, yet shares the common fault of 
proposing and letting catastrophe dispose. Claude Wheeler might, in any one 
of a thousand senses, have saved or lost his soul. Instead a deus ex 
machine - it is, of course, the Great War - destroys the road and carries 
Claude to an alien earth and end where his fate could fulfill itself in no 
fashion. For that earth and end had no relation to his life and fate. We ar~ 
still waiting, we shall always be waiting, for the end of his story, which 
catastrophe cut short but could not complete. 
One other item which I did not like in the theme of the book was the idea it 
sought to put forth. Briefly and crudely stated, the theme is that life in 
America may be so fearfully circumscribed by national character and condition~ 
I 
that the only escape for the individual lies in a great war. It seems to Mie~ 
Cather that the war was not without purpose, since it gave a significance to ~he 
life of farm boys in Nebraska. The hero of the book loses his life and finds 
his soul. I happen to believe that there is such a thing as setting too high 
a price even upon souls, and war is too high a price. The book to me was 
because Claude was fine and sensitive, clean-souled and aspiring, the best t~t could 
possibly be wished for him was death. This was the conclusion I drew from the 
theme. Others, and certainly moreable critics than I have drawn an entirely 
different and more charming conclusion. Allow me to quote: 
'The first half of the book consists of material with which Miss Cather 
is thoroughly familiar and which she uses admirably; the second half 
involves experience and characters which she controls less perfectly. 
The character of Claude Wheeler unifies the story. The war to him was n~t 
a conversion, or an escape, or a redemption. It was a fulfillment. He arried 
into it the personality which he had built up in his Nebraska home, with the 
difference that under the compulsion of a manifest duty his doubts 
vanished into singlemindedneas, and under authority he gained freedom 
to be fully himself. His companions in the regiment were like him. It 
may be that 'One Of Ours' will have only a temporary and an immediate 
appeal to those who knew those boys, but to us that appeal is beyond 
1. 
words.' 
So it is perfectly evident two readers can draw two entirely' different con-
elusions from the same piece of writing. My conception of the theme did not 
spoil the story in the least for me the first time I read it; I enjoyed the 
lbook im~ensely. · It was only when I had to make a deep study of it that the 
real idea behind the theme dawned on me. 
An appreciation: 
I think that the book is a fine achievement. The first portion dealing with 
farm life in Nebraska can not be matched by any one else now writing. The 
second part, in France and at the war, is more removed, but it has spots of 
poignant beauty. It is an amazingly rich book, rich as no other living 
American could write, many-peopled, complicated as life itself is complicated 
1. The New Republic, October ll '22 • . Reviewed by R. M. Lovett. 
but composed with a harmony and unity which only art can have. All of its 
rich complication of varying backgrounds, all its characters, periods, events 
have one unvarying purpose, to tell the story of Claude, whom we know as we 
know one of our very own. I might mention here, incidentally, that Miss 
Cather's title for 'One Of Ours' was 'Claude', -the former was the title 
chosen by the publishers. 
I think that the book is the best sustained and the most powerful novel Miss 
Cather has written. She has told it with an epical dignity, simplicity and 
impressiveness. It is the high-water mark of her achievement as a literary 
artist - not so well rounded a story as 'My Antonia~' perhaps, but a harder 
one to write, a more ambitious theme, handled with distinction and genius. 
,As already mentioned when one concentrates on the book there are here and 
1
there items with which one does not agree, - such a thing occurs in every boo 
one examines - with minute examination flaws can be found in any book. But 
as for a reading of a story, with no thought of dissecting the book, then 
'One Of ours' is for me a thing apart. It is a creation of artistry, for 
beyond and behind the story presented in the book itself looms · the vast 
drama of a nation 's life. The sense of mystery and the sense of beauty make 
the charm of the book, just the same as they made the charm of the lovely 
April Twilights' twenty years before it. 
THE PROFESSOR'S HOUSE. 
Briefly the theme: 
The novel presents Godfrey st. Peter - a man of mixed French and American 
ancestry - professor of European history in a state university near Lake 
~tichigan; his wife Lillian; the two married daughters and their husbands; the 
seamstress, Augusta; the professor's favorite pupil Tom Outland, explorer 
of cliff-dwellings and inventor, killed in the war. The professor has com-
pleted his life work, an eight-volume history of the Spanish Adventurers i n 
North America . He has received a big money prize from Oxford. And the 
family is moving into the new house. When money comes to the family from the 
professor's prize and from the marriage of a daughter to a Jewish engineer , 
who grows wealthy by exploiting a patent of Tom Outland'~ all sorts of com-
forts and luxuries become available. The professor's wife and his children 
take with alacrity to the new standard of living. But the professor is a 
tree of which the t runk has been hollowed out by fire. He is nearly burned 
out. He haunts the old home. He clings whimsically to the fleshless compan-
ions of his scholarly solitude. 
The form and treatment of the novel. 
'The Professor's House' is usually considered one of Miss Cather's less 
successful performances. The form is frequently misunderstood. At the outset 
~e have to do with Professor st. Peter and his family. The Professor is 
biddle-aged, a rather lonely man; a scholar by tastes and the author of an 
historical work which has brought him a great reputation. The scene, as 
~lready noted is a Mid Western University, and besides st . Peter and Tom Out-
~and the other characters play minor parts. 
~n years before the novel opens there had been another member of the family, 
~om Outland, mentioned above, an engaging boy who had come out of the South-
9! 
west to study at the University, to develop into St. Peter's most brilliant 
pupil and to become almost as a son to the Professor and even to Mrs. st. 
Peter. The World War had caused his early death and, dying, Tom Outland 
had bequeathed to Rosamond St. Peter, to whom he had been engaged, a protected 
chemical formula of extreme potential value. 
But only potential. However, the right man to commercialize Outland's dis-
covery had arrived on the scene soon after in Marsellus, a young Jew, energe ic, 
educated, generous, and flamboyant - exhibiting a refined personality in whicn 
were all the virtues and the defects of his race. He marr~ed Rosamond; and 
immediately deluged her with the money realized from the combination of Out-
land's genius and his own. Kathleen, the other sister, who had all along 
loved Tom Outland, has married a somewhat cynical newspaperman; they remain 
relatively poor. Some of the Outland-Marsellus wealth has overflowed on A~s. 
st . Peter. 
This is the picture placed before us in the first half of 'The Professor's 
House,• with only so much episode and development as is necessary to expose 
fully each character and reveal each intimate relation in the group. The nov~l, 
as yet, is not tending toward anything; it is exhibiting an effect. These 
chapters represent something that Miss Cather has never attempted before - a 
group of sophisticated people in a present-day setting with subtle adjustment 
toward each other. But although she had never tried it before, she does is 
with expertness; each character breathes; every inflection is right. As an 
~xample one may point to Rosamond and her mother, both types of the woman in 
~hom a sudden and unwonted abundance of money produces a certain superficieli y 
and hard surface. Such an effect is usually less upon an older woman, eapec-
~ally if she is a wife and a mother; and Miss Cather delicately distinguishes 
~he difference of effect on mother and daughter. 
We are conducted to the point where I~rsellus, out-doing himself, is sweeping 
Mrs. s t. Peter and Rosamond off on a summer's tour of Europe. st. Peter too 
was freely invited to go but has declined; the magnificent end admirable son-
i n-law somehow gives the Professor at times a feeling of suffocation. The bo~k 
breaks abruptly 'into a second part, 'Tom Outland' a Story'. Going back, perhaf a 
a .dozen years, Miss Cather transfers the scene to New Mexico. Here we see Ton, 
(her youthful idealist in a fresh incarnation) living the life of a ranch han , 
and, with a companion his own age, discovering and exploring a cliff dwellers 
city. This magical adventure can be conveyed in no descriptive shorthand; it 
will suffice to say that Miss Cather communicated all of the boy's own en-
chantment. (The sheer beauty of the descriptions of this part of the book wil l 
be treated later.) But in the end, endeavoring to preserve what he has founi 
and to get scientists interested, Tom suff ers bitter disillusion. It was the, 
that he trekked north to acquire an education and - if he had lived - handle 
the world more gingerly. 
The third part of the novel, very short, a mere coda, takes us back to st. Peter 
spending a lonely summer and casting up the account of his life. He if ful~ 
conscious that he is passing from middle age to the thing beyond. If he liYES 
after this summer he will be an old man. His retrospection centers upon Tom 
whose loss seems at this time to make everything intolerable. The look aheac 
is painful: 
'He had never learned to live without delight. And he .would have to learn 
to, just as, in a Prohibition country, he supposed he would have to learn to 
live without sherry. Theoretically he knew that life is possible, may ev~n 
be pleasant, without joy, without passionate griefs. But i t had never 
1. 
occurred to him that he might have to live like that.' 
~othing in any of Miss Cather's books has more poignancy than these pages. s 
1. 'The Professor's House' - Book 2, chapter ?. 
f or st. Peter's family, a cable despatch from Marsellus announces the prospec 
of an heir. All plans for the tour are abandoned; he, Rosamond and Mrs. st. 
are rushing home; Professor St. Peter knows that shortly the palpitatio 
resume all around him. 
form of this novel? It is determined by Miss Cather's dual subje t -
the crisis of middle age in a man and the defeat of youthful idealism, which !l et 
remains undefeated. She wished to show the effect of Tom Outland~ ardent spirit 
on the people with whom he came in closest contact, and particularly on st. 
~eter, who came to love him as a son. She also wished to show what Ben Hecht 
'the masculine menopause'; and by the contact of st. Peter and 
oung Outland she folded both these subjects t9gether. 
en she began to write this book - before writing 'One Of Ours' and 'A Lost 
- she started with young Tom in New Mexico. She has always liked to 
r rite narrative and Tom's story seemed the natural beginning of what she had 
to tell. But after some progress she found out her mistake, for Tom's story 
as monotonous, and except as a piece of high adventure, meaningless. She 
ound out her mistake without immediately finding out how to mend it. The 
r avel was laid aside while she went ahead with other work. 
'Eventually it came to her that Tom was significant only as he affected other 
lives; that it was this effect which she had to show; and that she must begin 
ith those lives, showing them as Tom had affected them. And the effect itse ? 
outhful idealism in America is pretty likely to achieve its material rewards -
or - and this is commoner - enable someone else to achieve them. Miss Cather 
ished to show something more tangible then a spiritual effect of young 
Outland on those othe~ and it pleased her to contrast in the figures of 
outland and Marsellus the two somewhat opposed forces at work in American lif 
today. 
So she set to work to write the novel as it stands. At once Tom Outland's 
story lost its monotony and became the veritable turquoise set in dull silve 
which she desired. Coming to it from the sophistication of the first part, 
the reader feels its real dream-like quality with peculiar force. Placed 
right before Professor St. Peter's retrospection, Tom's story heightens al-
almost unbearably the pathos of that lonely summer. The form of thi s novel s 
that of a Greek vase, softly s welling outward from its slender foot, then 
i n-curving with a sharp, sure line. 
The symbolism of the title. 
Saint Peter would feel at home in one of Mr. Edouard Estaunie's books. He 
ia an ardent adept of the 'secret life.' A very human sort of man, with ma~ 
prepossessing traits, st. Peter in his home recalls King Lear among his 
daughters. The professor, lives among comfortable surroundings. He likes 
his work and is an enthusiastic student. All he needs is the solitude 
requisite to bring his labors to an auspicious end. Unfortunately, he is 
the slave to a shrewish woman, and plays the indulgent father to t wo coquett sh 
daughters, without mentioning the sons-in-law who are perfect Philistines. · I 
This state of affairs is not conducive to serene living in the academic 
groves. This is why the title of this novel is symbolic. It is an allusion 
to the existence of st. Peter, living in two different houses, just as he is 
leading two highly dissimilar lives. The first house, the real one, is the 
home where he is besieged by practical cares and worries. Poor st. Peter 
has a hard time of it , what with holding his own with a wife and family who 
do not understand him, and pretending to be a scholar and a writer! But 
there is the other house, the little dream house which st. Peter rigged up 
all for himself and within whose threshold he becomes his real self. It is 
a haven of dreams. From its windows the distant azure of Lake Michigan may 
be seen. There st. Peter is happy in solitude. But family demands are 
pitiless. They pursue him in his retreat like a beast trapped in the woods. 
In the entire story st. Peter is described as a spirit rather than a man. 
He is a spirit saying goodbye to something much larger than the ugly old 
square domicile in which his whole life work was accomplished. He is a 
spirit reluctantly bidding farewell to a generation of American life, to a 
vanishing order of civilization. In the end, in order to loosen this 
stranglehold; st. Peter tries to commit suicide, casually, as if to give thE 
impression that he did not do it on purpose. But he is not even allowed 
to commit suicide. Like most of the inhibited characters of American 
fiction, he capitulated and made a virtue of necessity. His failure is all 
the more pathetic. 
st. Peter: the chief character; the other characters. 
The story, in 'The Professor's House' is of the slightest. It is the main 
character that we are interested in. Through casual (apparently casual) 
touches we learn to know Prof. st. Peter much as we would in real life -
adding what we learn about him to-d13y to what we knew of him yesterday. He 
is fifty-two, and ~as just built his new house. He is very fond of gardenii~ 
and is extremely successful at it. His large, comfortable first-floor studJ 
is only a sham. The only place where he can work is an uncomfortable 
garret room on the third floor of the old house, a bare cold den he shares 
with Augusta, the sewing woman, her patterns and 'forms.' 
we see him move about the old study, thinking of the many entranced hours hE 
spent there, when, lost to the world, he wrote the greatest work of his lifE. 
We watch him at the dinner table in the new house, a handsome man in his 
well-cut dinner jacket, sarcastic or taciturn, evidently not quite at home 
in his new surroundings. We overhear a talk with his senior students, an 
-animated, critical, man-to-man discussion of what science has given to the 
world. On a golden September afternoon with powerful over-arm stroke he 
swims in Lake Michigan, his arms and back 'a deep terra cotta from a summer 
in the lake,' his vermilion visor making his head look 'sheathed and small 
and intensely alive, like the heads of the warriors on the Parthenon frieze i~ 
their tight archaic helmets ' (?1). 
Nothing much happens to Prof. st. Peter. He keeps the old house for the 
sake of working and 'reminiscing' in the abandoned sewing-room. He gives 
some lectures in Chicago according to whether he feels like it or not. 
Nothing much happens, yet a mood is achieved, an autumnal mood - fruition, 
~ ulfiL~ent and a bereavement, one's life work splendidly accomplished, one's 
life strangely barer now, oneself unaccountablY shy of new contacts, un-
accountably tired of the old ones. Looking back, Prof. st. peter recaptures 
the ardor of the days that are past, the happy days when 'he had burned the 
candle at both ends' (28), giving himself with the same apparently inexhaustible 
energy to his wife and daughters, to his garden and his students, to the gre~ !~ 
book forever associated in his mind with the memory of two vacations, the 
vision of two widely different yet equally vivid landscapes. One was a blue 
mesa in New Mexico, four-square and massive, 'blue and purple rocks and 
yellow-green pinons with flat tops, little clustered (Cliff-Dweller) houses 
clinging together for protection, a rude tower rising in their midst, rising 
strong, with calmness and courage - behind it a dark grotto, in its depths 
a crystal spring' (252-3); the other, the purple Mediterranean, a little 
Provincial brig, manned with lean tawny seamen, riding low on it, the 
professor dreamily watching from its deck 'snow peak after snow peak' of the 
Sierra Nevada tower above him, 'high beyond the flight of fancy •••• ; and the 
design of his book unfolded in the air above him, just as definitely as the 
91 
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mountain ranges themselves. And the design was sound. He had accepted it 
as inevitable, had never med4led with it,and it had seen him through' (106) 
Those were the days •••• His two daughters' pretty frocks gaily flashed 
through the house. His wife kept unobtrusive order and gave taste and 
dignity to their life. 'The Spanish Adventurers' was slowly, irresistibly 
taking shape, and one responsive, eager-eyed student more than re~aid the 
professor for a thousand dull ones. 'Tempi passati' ••••• the little girls 
are married women now. Money had hardened one; lack of money, and conseque · t 
. I 
Jealousy of her sister, emoittered the other. Mrs. St. Peter, still a hand lome 
woman, knows a kind of an Indian summer, not altogether to the professor's 
taste, basking, as uncritically, unashamedly as ever Queen Victoria drinkin 
in Disraeli's florid praise, in the sincere though thoroughly excessive 
adoration of young Marsellus, her favorite son-in-law, a gallant young Semi e. 
Money has not corrupted the professor, but it has come between him and the 
friends of his youth, stirring up envy and spite around him. Tom outland, 
his best student, and ironically enough, the posthumous cause of Marsellus'~ 
and Rosamond's wealth, had died, a volunteer, in the war. 
This is the autumn of a well-filled life, melancholy spreading a gradual 
veil over the passions of the spring and the summer that are no more, dis-
enchantment growing, and an ever-stronger need of retiring into oneself, of 
going back, purged of intellect and sex, to the boy one was at first, the 
primitive who was 'only interested in earth and woods and water.' {223). 
'He found he could lie motionless on his sand-pit by the lake for hours 
and watch the seven pines drink up the sun. In the evening, after 
dinner, he could sit idle and watch the stars, with the same immobility. 
He seemed to know, among other things, that he was solitary and must alw~ys be 
so; he had never married, never been a father. He was earth, and would 
return to earth. When white clouds blew over the lake like bellying sails 
when the seven pine trees turned red in the declining sun, he felt satis-
faction and said to himself merely, 'That is right.' Coming upon a curly 
root that thrust itself across his path, he said, 'That is it.' Vfuen the 
maple leaves along the street began to turn yellow and waxy, and were soft 
to the touch - like the skin on old faces - he said, 'That is true; it is 
1. 
time.' All these recognitions gave him a kind of sad pleasure' 
Youth's eager conquest of life, maturity's .calm dominion over it, age's 
dispassionate acceptance of nature's ways and of the inevitable end, they are 
all in 'The Professor's House', all felt by one man, lived by him. An ideal 
figure? An idealized one rather, handsomer, more superbly, harmoniously 
alive than most of us, a brother to Milton's Adam or Durer's, yet one of us 
all the same. 'One of ours' he too, a man very definitely located in space 
l nd time, an American of typically mixed origins, stubbornly fighting for cle r 
independent thinking in a university where the higher values are constantly 
~hreatened by commercialism and conformity. A very human figure is Prof. st. 
~eter, a scholar devoid of pedantry, 
I 
~n intellectual who is also a man of 
~ourmet. 
a savant not divorced from life, and 
action, a sportsman, an artist and a 
~here are other interesting characters in 'The Professor's House'. ]Ars. st. 
Peter, a blonde beauty, her face and character both a trifle harder than the 
~elicate tints of her complexion and the smiling radiance of her eyes would 
~irst make you think. Rosamond, the elder daughter, a strikingly handsome 
~runette, whose commanding beauty easily makes all men (all but her very 
pritical father and her superbly generous husband) blind to the slight 
·mperfectiona of her physique, the limitations of. her intelligence and the 
essentially hard core of her personality, and her careless disregard of other 
1. 'The Professor's House' - pages 263-66. 
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people's feeling. Her sister, Kathleen, an altogether different personalit. 
a pale, slender girl, with a charming, intelligent face, a 'spirited tilt o 
her head' (37), and too much sensitiveness, and too much pride, not to find 
life a little more cruel than she should. Tom Outland; his friend, Rodney 
Blake; Augusta the seamstress, 'a reliable, methodical spinster, a German 
Catholic and very devout• (16); young Marsellua, Roaamond•a husband, a livi1f, 
fasc i nating exemplar of that curious flexibility of backbone which makes the 
men of his race impervious to rebuff and, usurers or saints, tenacious as 
Gentiles never are. They are all living men and women, built with short, 
cumulative touches, presented with attentive calm impersonality, such as we 
have come to look for in Willa Cather's books. Men and women engaged, like 
the professor himself, in that same implacable process of growing, loving, 
suffering, hardening which only ends with life. Knowing but troubled 
moments of happiness, unless, like Augusta the seamstress, or the Professor 
himself in the end, they learn 'to live without delight' (282) and accept th~ 
hardest facts Qf life as inevitable realities, neither good nor bad. 
This quotation adequately suffices to give an illustration of Ivuss Cather's 
talent for observing character. Iviarsellus is dining at the house of his 
father-in-law, with an English baronet, ~~s. st. Peter and Kathleen, and her 
husband Scott McGregor. 
Marsellus, silenced during the soup, came in with a warm smile and a slig~t 
. . I 
shrug of the shoulders. 'Building is the word with us, Sir Edgar, my - o , 
isn't it% ~zy wife and I are in the throes of it. We are building a counl ry 
house, rather an ambitious affair, out on the wooded shores of Lake Michi an. 
Perhaps you would like to run out in my car and see it? ~lliat are your 
engagements for tomorrow? I can take you out in half-an-hour, and we can 
lunch at the Country Club. We have a magnificent site; primeval forest 
I. 
behind us and the lake in front, with our own beach -my father-in-law , yo 
must know is a formidable swimmer. We 1ve been singularly fortunate i n our 
architec~ - a young Norwegian, trained in Paris. He's doing us a Norwegian 
manor house, ve::r;y h.~rmonious with its setting, just the right thing for 
r ugged pine woods and high headlands.' 
The engagement made, Louis turned to Mrs. st. Peter. 'And won't you come, 
too, dearest? You haven't been out since we got our wonderful wrought-
iron door fittings in Chicago. We found just the right sort of hinge and 
latch , Sir Edgar, and had all the others copied from it. None of your 
Coloni al glass knobs for us%' 
Mrs . st. Peter sighed. Scott and Kathleen had just glass-knobbed their 
new bungalow throughout , yet she knew Louis didn't mean to hurt their 
feelings- it was his heedless enthusiasm made him say untactful things.' 
( her e are some e·xquisite descriptive passages in the book, a few of which I 
~~hall now quote, to illustrate Miss Cather's superb ability in the art· or 
isualizing. 
1 
1The Professor happened to come home earlier than usual on one bright OctobEr 
afternoon. He left the walk and cut across the turf, intending to enter 
by the open French window, but he paused a moment outside to admire the 
t he scene within. The drawing-room was full of autumn flowers, dahlias anc 
wi l d asters and goldenrod. The red-gold sunlight lay in bright puddles on 
the thick blue carpet, making hazy aureoles about the stuffed blue chairs. 
There was, in the room, as he looked through the window, a rich, intense 
effect of autumn, something that presented Ocotber much more sharply and 
sweetly to him than the coloured maples and the aster-bordered paths by 
which he had come home. It struck him that the seaso~sometimes gain by 
being brought into the house, just as they gain by being brought into 
1. •The Professor's House' - Book 1 - chapter 5. 
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painting, and into poetry. The hand, fastidious and bold, which selected 
and placed - it was that that made the difference. In Nature there is no 
1. 
selection.' 
~ere are quoted a few descriptions of the cliffs in New Mexico. 
'Whether the top of the mesa was wooded we couldn't see - it was too high apove 
us; but the cl~ffa and canyons on the river aide were fringed with beauti t 
ful growth, groves of quaking asps and pinons and a few dark cedars, perched 
up in the air like the hanging gardens of Babylon. At certain hours of thll 
day, those cedars, growing so far up on the rocks, took on the bluish tint 
of the cliffs themselves. 
It was light up there long before it was with us. When I got up at daybre k 
and went down to the river to get water, our camp would be cold and gray, 
but the mesa top would be red with sunrise, and all the slim cedars along 
the rocks would be gold - metallic, like tarnished gold-foil. Some mornin a 
it would loom up above the dark river like a blazing volcanic mountain. I 
shortened our days, too, considerably. The sun got behind it early in the 
afternoon, and then our camp would lie in ita shadow. After a while the 
sunset colours would begin to stream up from behind it. Then the mesa was 
like a great ink-black rock against a sky of fire. 
No wonder the thing bothered us and tempted us; it was always before us, 
and was always changing. Black thunder-storms used to roll up from behind 
it, and pounce on us like a panther without warning. The lightning would 
play round it and we were always expecting that it would fire the brush. •ve 
never heard thunder so loud as it was there. The cliffs threw it back at 
us, and we thought the mesa itself, though it seemed so solid, must be 
full of deep canyons and caverns, to account for the prolonged growl and 
rumble that followed every crash of thunder. After the burst in the sky 
1. 'The Professor's House' - Book 1, chapter 4. 
lo~ 
.l.o 
was over, the mesa went on sounding like a drum.' 
~gain in another part of the book she tells us: 
'I'll never forget the night I got back. ! .crossed the river an hour before 
sunset. The moon was up, though the sun hadn't set, and it had that 
glittering silveriness the early stars have in high altitudes. The heaven~ 
bodies look so much more remote from the bottom of a deep canyon than they 
do from the level. I lay down on a solitary rock that was like an island 
in the bottom of the valley, and looked up. The gray sage-brush and the 
blue-gray rock around me were already in shadow, but high above me the 
canyon walls were dyed flame-colour with the sunset, and the Cliff City 
lay in a gold haze against its dark cavern. In a few moments it too was 
gray, and only the rock at the top was bathed in red light. \Vhen that was 
gone, I could still see the copper glow in the pinons along the edge of thE 
ledges. The arc of sky over the canyon was silvery-blue, with its pale 
yellow moon , and presently stars shivered into it like crystals dropped 
into perfectly clear water. 
I remember these things, because, in a sense, that was the first night I wss 
ever really in the mesa at all - the first night that all of 'me was there . 
This was the first time I ever saw it as a whole. It brought me great 
happiness. It was possession. For me the mesa was no longer an adventure, 
but a religious emotion. I had read of filial piety in the ~tin poets and 
I know that was what I felt for this place. It had formerly been mixed up 
with other emotions; but now that they were gone, I had my happiness 
2. 
unalloyed. ' 
The following passage though brief is exquisitely beautiful: 
'Just as the sun was getting low, I came through a sea of rabbit-brush, stil 
yellow. I stood outside the cabin until the gold light went blue and a few 
1. 'The Professor's House' - Book 2, chapter 2. 
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stars came out, hardly brighter than the bright sky they twinkled in, and 
the swallows came flying over us on their way to their nests in the cliffs It 
1. 
was the time of day when everything goes home.' 
A beautiful chord of reminiscence is sounded in the following: 
' When he remembered his childhood, he always remembered blue water. There 
were certain human figures against it of course; his practical, strong-willed 
Methodist mother, his gentle weaned-away Catholic father, the old Kanuck 
grandfather, various brothers and sisters. But the great fact of life, 
the always possible escape from dulness, was the lake. T he sun rose out Qf 
it, the day began there; it was like an open door that nobody could shut. 
The land and all its dreariness could never close in on you. You had only I 
to look at the lake, and you knew you would soon be free. It was the firs ' 
great thing one saw in the morning, across the rugged cow pasture studded 
with shaggy pines, and it ran through the days like the weather, 
thought about, but a part of consciousness itself. When the ice chunks c 
in of a winter morning, crumbly and white, throwing off gold and rose 
coloured reflections from a copper-coloured sun behind the grey clouds, he 
didn't observe the detail or know what it was that made him happy; but now 
forty years later he could recal1 all its aspects perfectly. They had mad 
pictures in him when he was unwilling and unconscious, when his eyes were 
2. 
merely open widet' 
Occasionally Miss Cather injects a touch of humor into the story: 
'Henry liked to talk about his family and the work they'd done and the grea 
age in which they lived and the brandy puddings his mother made. 'Eightee 
of us in all, when we sat down at table,' he would often say with his thin 
apologetic smile. 'Mother and father and ten living and four dead and two 
still-born.' Roddy and I used to strain our imaginations trying to visualize 
1. 'The Professor's House' - Book 2, chapter 6. 
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such a family dinner party.' 
quiet opening on to its quiet end, is a masterpiece of uni u 
f tone and novel, unabtrusive composition. No slow unfolding in time here b ~  
deep comprehensive cut into the professor's life as he stands on the thresho~d 
I . f old age . Excursions back into his past as he now pensively, now serenely, 
~ecalls this or that episode of it. One excursion, 'Tom Outland's Story', 
anger than the others, stretches over one-fourth of the book, and takes us 
I 
ack not to the professor's own past but to his favorite pupil's, when, a 
loor callboy and cowpuncher, he discovered and studied and loved a Cliff 
weller city in the heart of an unexplored mesa . The length ot the episode, 
I 
ts sudden shifting of the interest from the professor's story to Tom Outland' , 
ay be resented at first. It does not take long, I think, to perceive that 
pisode , while seemingly breaking the structural unity of the book, in fact 
II tre ngthe ns it , enri che a it, rounding off, as it does, the professor • s portrair , 
making us acquainted with the Tom Outland in him, the adventurer, the explorer 
nd resuscitator of the past, the man in love with the obscure, the beautiful 
Iuman origins of the race, that first 'hardest of all starts' (221) when men 
ifted themselves from brutality to organized existence, security and the arts 
of peace . 
I 
t is hardly too much to say that the secondary story - Tom Outland's - is a 
I . ~eat deal better done than the primary story of the Professor. It is so much 
irre simple and dramatic, so much mOre real. The reason for this is that Miaa 
lither allows Tom outland's story to flow right along, but she leaves it to he 
:q edera to fit together the various clues in the Professor's. The entire 
a~~ ory is told with an odd episodic brusqueness. There is no formal shape to tlie 
II· 
ole; and yet it has the very accent of truth. It would be difficult to conv y, 
• 'The Professor's House' - Book 2, chapter 4. 
~ithout seeming to exaggerate, the ease and precision with which fine inex-
plicable shades of mood and emotion are rendered. 
It is not necessary to be metaphysical in order to enjoy this novel, for it i 
an engrossing story in spite of its seeming lack of plot. The personalities 
are as firm and convincing as always in her transcripts of li'fe, and if there 
is no such poignancy as in 'The Lost Lady' there is maresubtlety and sophisti 
cation. Miss Cather's hero is not greater nor better nor more tragic, but 
there is more of him. His life has more possibilities of depth as well as 
intensity. 
~ere, as in all her work, is a fine ringing clarity, a serene breadth and 
sureness, a slow solid sanity. She is one of the sanest of our writers, in a 
good sense. She does not strain, or hurry, or attempt anything which cannot 
~sually be clearly carried out, and one feels constantly the steadiness of he · 
~wn eye as she looks across the broad land of her work. 
The best form is that which makes the most of its subject. We may believe 
that the novel 'The Professor's House' could be built along more traditional 
lines, but we cannot imagine a more traditional form making more of the subje t 
than the actual 'Professor's House' does. For the book stands, a singularly 
~oving creation, a disturbingly beautiful book, a work of art with both the 
~efinements of a subtle technique and the direct warmth of life. It is a 
masterpiece of comprehension, selection and restraint, with an atmosphere all 
its own, a tender, golden luminousness bathing landscape and man in the same 
~utumnal pensiveness. 
SHADOWS ON Tri~ ROCK 
Briefly the theme: 
The story - there is no plot - is laid in Quebec, in the last days of the ol 
Count Frontenac's life. The shadows on the rock are the people and their 
experiences in old Quebec during the ancien regime in France. The rock is 
of course Quebec - Kebec - itself. This, her last novel, is a triumphant 
series of examples of her talents. Laid in the Quebec of the late seventeen h 
century, it paints the life of that passionately French colony with broad, 
smooth strokes. If it centers around the apothecary, Euclide Auclair, and 
his daughter Cecile, it draws within its strong light many others of the 
colonists: Jacques the son of the village prostitute; Count Frontenac, 
Auclair's patron, proud, reserved, defeated; the old Bishop, spending his 
body and his soul for Christ; the young Bishop, proud also, and unsure of hi 
powers, reckless, extravagant, broken by life before he leaves it; Pierre 
Charron, the colonial adventurer of the best type, full of life and strength 
and gaiety, whom years later little Cecile is to marry; and the recluse, 
J eanne Le Ber, giving the last second of her time, the last ounce of her 
strength, the very drops of her blood, in undeviating and passionate zeal fo 
God. 
The treatment: 
With this group and several others only a little less clear, Miss Cather 
recreates the Quebec of 1?00 and the France of the same time. In the 
apothecary's household are assembled all the virtues that the French can 
claim. It is a comely household; twelve-year-old Cecile, with her cleanline, s, 
her piety, her skill at cooking and housewifery, her sweet and childish ardo s, 
makes it so; and the apothecary, ca~ wise, loyal, makes it so also. In the 
little shop and the sitting-room behind it dwell order, peace, and love. It is 
_·,.. /&<6 
Miss Cather's particular gift that when she writes of these virtues she 
makes all other characteristics seem unnecessary. If this is not in fact a 
comely world, her world is altogether comely and convincing. Cecile, back 
from a visit to sluttish, disorderly people, reflects on her own cleanly 
home: 
"These coppers, big and little, these brooms and clouts and brushes, were 
tools; and with them one made, not shoes or cabinet work, but life itself 
One made a climate within a climate; one made the days, the complexion, 
the special flavor, the special happiness of each day as it passed; one 
1. 
made life." 
Miss Cather had made life of the complexion she likes it to be, she had made 
~er own special flavor and happiness and climate. It is not romance, it is 
surely not realism. It is something more; a kind of undubitable piety and 
goodness which warm the heart and refresh the mind and occasionally bring tea a 
to the eyes. 
i!'he Shadows: 
In this book, as in all of Miss Cather's novels, it is the undertone of feeli fS, 
khe delicate and artistic shading of mood, the perfect fusion of style and 
subject - in one word - the shadows - of the story which one will remember lo fS 
after he has forgotten the historical background of these hardy characters so 
stoutly facing the stern realities of l ife on the Kebec rock itself. 
Who, for example, could ever forget the almost maternal care of the twelve-ye r 
old Cecile ~or the waif, Jacques - how aha got the count to order a pair of I 
shoes for him, how she scrubbed him and knit for him and fed him the hot choc · -
late whic he l.oved (and managed to get by coming in at meal times), and how 
she lit candles for him in t he church even thoUgh she had to borrow the 
offering of twenty sous from the kindly and very much amused old Bishop Laval 
himself. And the Bishop getting up in the early morning, going with his 
lantern to the cold church to clang the frosty bell 'out under the black sky 
where there was not even a kindly hint of daybreak' (99) and thus making his 
flock come to mass 'because they thought of the old Bishop at the end of the 
bell-rope' (100) and because his will was stronger than theirs. Who can forget 
him? Or who can forget the proud and refined Monseigneur de Saint Vallier wbll) 
returns from his exile in the Old World to turn his Bishop's place over to hi9 
seminarians and content himself with his two small rooms, where he labors; or 
the heroic work of good Father Hector, and the courageous Ursalines who, when 
they left their lives behind them in France, were not lonely because in Quebe~ 
they 'were still in their accustomed place in the world of the mind and they 
had the same well-ordered universe about them' (237). No living novelist, 
with the exception of Miss Cather, seems to possess the comprehensive sympath es 
so necessary in the handling of such material and perhaps the surest test 
of this is that a Catholic can read t~is book and feel so strongly the very 
pulse and tradition of his Faith running through it. 
The lives of all the characters intertwine and it is through these characters that 
~e see the shadows in the lives of Old France, Louis XIV, the palace of 
~ersailles, N~e. de Maintenon and others. They stand before us revealed. 
~en an adventurer carries his gods with him to~ his new country, the colo~ 
~ s bound, Miss Cather assures us, to have rich graces and blessings, a bright 
~ife where the great matters are often as worthless as astronomical distances 
and the trifles dear as the heart's blood. And when Cecile one day, suggests 
I to old Blinkers, that sad and mournful neighbor of thei~who had come to 
"!anada to forget his part as an executioner in France, 'that the angel.s are 
pust as near to us here as they are in France' (69}, he repl.ies, 'Ma'm'selle, I 
~hink they are nearer' (69). No one should miss reading this book; it remindf 
Catholics of the wealth of tradition which is their heritage. For the angels' 
are always very near in this story and the strong religious spirit which made 
old Euclide give not only drugs for the body but sound advice for the heart 
has a permeating and fine influence here in Kebee, where the people had not 
forgotten to bring their God with them. 
IThe incidents of the life of J"eanne LeBer retold from Parkman, were beaut.iful!J.y 
told. They were narrated in connection with a miracle about her, and then 
~Jiiss Cather digresses into one of the most beautiful passages of poetic prose 
in the whole book: 
'The people have loved.uiracles for so many hundred of years; not as proof 
or evidence, but because they are the actual flowering of desire. In the 
the value of the vague worship and devotion of the simple-hearted assumes 
a form. From being a shapeless longing, it becomes a beautiful image; a 
dumb rapture becomes a melody that can be remembered and repeated; and th 
experience of a moment, which might have been lost ecstasy is made an act ,al 
t 1. 
possession and can be bequeated to another. 
~imilarly beautiful are the stories of the missionaries particularly that of 
~oel Chabanal, a professor of rhetoric from Toulouse, that gracious city, who 
perished in the great Iroquois raid of 1649, but his martyrdom was his life, 
~ot his death. His history in Canada was from the beginning one long 
~umiliation and disappointment. 
I ~he epilogue of his story is too beautiful to miss. 
'On Corpus Christi Day, in the fifth year of his labours in Canada and th 
thirty-fifth of his age, he cut 
temptation. (A continual sense 
of' St. Matthias in the presence 
short this struggle and overcame his I 
of the withdrawal of God). At the missioJ 
of the Blessed Sacrament exposed, he mad1 1 
a vow of' perpetual stability in the Huron missions. This vow he recorda< 
1. 'Shadows on the Rock' - page 152. 
lid 
in writing, and he sent copies of it to his brethren in Kebec. Having rna e 
up his mind to die in the wilderness, he had not long to wait. Two years 
later he perished when the Mission of Saint ~ean was destroyed by the 
Iroquois - though whether he died of cold in his flight through the fores , 
or was murdered by a faithless convert for the sake of the poor belonging 
he carried on his back, was not surely known. No man ever gave up more f 
' 1. 
Christ than Noel Chabanal; many gave all, but few had so much to give. 
The characters: 
There is no extensive study of character in detail, - nothing comparable to r e 
great missionary priests in 'Death Comes for the Archbishop'. The tone is aj'b-
dued to a poetic atmosphere which must be maintained. Purposely the sketche are 
s light and delicate. It is like a gallery of old and mellow pictures. The le is 
slight, the motif an undertone, but the people and the moods of the grim roc 
meke the novel memorable. But I think a certain quality of coherence and th 
has gone out of Miss Cather's writings. She is increasingly disparate and 
episodic. In her best books, say, 'My Antonia', '0 Pioneers:' and 'One of 
Ours', she builds up her episodes into a tightly knit and meaningful whole, 
ot wholly because they are built around central characters - 'Death 
Archbishop' and 'Shadows on the Rock' move around central figures -
Antonia and Alexandra and Claude actually live their lives before our eyes, 
because we see them not only accepting life but wrestling with it, trying 
it to their own desire. They are strong; they do not always succeed; they t 
shape their destinies, and sometimes in the end are shaped by them. The atru le 
with life is fainter in her last two books, it has almost disappeared. The c I r-
acters seem to have completed their earthly existence before the tale began, 
are engaged in shadowy, painless struggles with their past, s~ruggles 
blood is spilt because the blood ha.s gone out of them into the color of the 
1 . ' Shadows on the Rock' - page 205. 
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wind and the sound of the rain. 
My only objection to .this sort of soberly splendid landscape painting is tha~ 
Miss Cather is still in the height of her middle years and it is not time for 
her to become reminiscent or resigned. Archbishop Latour, at seventy-five, 
could write: 'I am enjoying to the full that period of reflection which is t~e 
· l. . II 
happiest conclusion to a life of action.' If one may say so without bein5 
impertinent, Miss Cather is two decades away from such a period. I should 
like to see from her hand another novel with more edge to it; one that was np 
less shapely or beautiful or wise, but one in which her characters were pre-
sented in process of learning all that she knows about life. But if she wil 
not do it, then I may as well be content with what I have. 
The action and political history in the story: 
Action is reduced to a minimum. Of political history 
the time and the scene; no more. Characters come and 
just enough is given t j fix 
go in glimpses. Here l nd 
there is comment or an anecdote or a short strip of biography. Quarrels are 
indicated rather than described. The clash between Bishop Laval and his 
successor, Saint-Vallier, is but a clash of temperaments. T he hardships of 
Pi erre Charron, the fur trader, who subsisted in the woods with the Indiana n 
dried eels and dog meat boiled with blueberries, are toned down by a half-
humorous narrative. So throughout. So far as the story i s held together, i 
is by Auclair, the apothecary and medical advisor to the Count de Frontenac, and 
by Auclair's charming daughter, Cecile, about whom we learn most as we see t em 
in their daily routine or on an evening reading aloud Plutarch or La Fontain • 
Indeed, the apothecary's shop, where men and women of all classes go for her s 
to cure their ills, is the center towards which the tale drifts, until we co ~ 
I 
t o the lyrical afterglow in the death of Frontenac, who as he lies dying wav s 
a feeble gesture with his left hand as a silent command that the priests and 
1. 'Shadows on the Rock' page 186. 
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nuns kneeling by the bedside rise and draw back. The last battle must be 
rought alone. The great shadow passes on and leaves the rock in full splend •r. 
A new age is at hand. 
A novelist who tries an unaccustomed form must expect that many readers will 
be disappointed. It is always a risk. Why not another 'Lost Lady' or anoth1r 
'Death comes for the Archbishop'? I~ss Cather willed otherwise. ' Shad~ws 01 
the Rock' is quite of another kind. In some respects it resembles Sterne's 
' Sentimental Journey' where scenes and characters separate and coalesce at tle 
command of the author, and at last fall into an exquisite harmony of tone an< l 
atmosphere. The characterization, because it is brief, must be deft. Neces1~rily 
much is left to the imagination. Miss Cather loves to dwell particularly on 
eyes. Of 'Saint-Vallier, Auclair remarks to his daughter: 'What restless eye~ 
113 
he had, Cecile; they run all over everything, like quicksilver when I spill jfli,' {9). 
And Cecile's eyes, when her heart was touched, grew dark 'like the blue of 
Canadian blueberries' {189). In other instances, it is a hand or a gesture c ir-
a movement of the face that subtly reveals character. It is all a delicate ~;lrt, 
more difficult than the art of the traditional novel. Few have ever measura1~ 
succeeded. Miss Cather is among these few. 
The philosophy of life and of art in the novel. 
Sometimes a novelist's art may be swnmarized in a happy title. Twice Edith 
Wharton thus betrayed her art. 'The House of Mirth' was in the end anything 
but a house of mirth. 'The Age of Innocence' was anything but an age of 
innocence. And in these novels Mrs. Wharton's attitude towards persona and 
things has been consistently ironical. Likewise, Sinclair Lewis's 'Main streat ' 
and 'Babbitt• by their very titles forecast the drab life of Middle Western 
towns, with satirical intent. 
Willa Cather's art has passed through several phases. In '0 Pioneers!' and 
========~! ====================================================--·---
'My Antonia', her subject was mainly the early settlers on Nebraska plains 
among Yankee, Bohemian, French, German, Scandinavian, and Russian immigrant • 
SUbll There they are -as she saw them in the flesh in her childhood and youth . 
sequently, she moved her scene south to Colorado and eventually to New Mexic · . 
But of gross observation there is little or none . Everywhere she selects 
significant incidents, rarely working them too hard , for bringing out the 
characteristics of the men and women whom she depicts. Vfuen as in 'The son 
of a Lark' she becomes more liberal with incident, she succeeds less well . he 
novel which she can beat manage is comparatively short, like 'A Lost Lady', 
which in the opinion of many, still remains her masterpiece. 
Outwardly, M:iss Cather has moved far in her method. At first she adopted thfj 
traditional form of the novel, rather loose in construction. Then, as in 'T~e 
Professor's House' she began to experiment with the biographical manner, whi h 
she has come to like best of all. 'A Lost Lady' is her one study of a situs ion 
such as we almost always have in the novels of Edith Wharton. But throughouJ all 
. II 
of Miss Cather's work there is a lyrical quality which at times rises to genuine 
poetry. You see it in her earliest work. No one, for example, can ever forj et 
the way ahe brings into 'MY Antonia' the plough magnified to a greet black ~ge 
against a glorious sunset as a symbol of the life on the Nebraska prairie. his 
lyrical mood, which climbs to its height in 'Deeth Comes for the Archbishop' 
is the prime characteristic which separates Miss Cather from her two outstanding 
contemporary novelists. 
Her title, 'Shadows on the Rock' the happiest one yet, seems to have behind t 
a philosophy of life and of art too. Are we but shadows projected upon a sc 
whether the scene be on the plains or on the slope of a fortress? Or are th 
men and women, whom we observe and watch everyday and whom we read about in ] ld 
books, but shadows to us after all? Can we penetrate the inner consciousnea 
and tell the world what is going on in the mind, as Virginia Woolf and other 
profess to do? Well Miss Cather will do the best she can and leave it to he ll 
readers to determine whether she ever gets behind the shadows. She does not 
fall into the old fallacy of thinking that she sees things as they are. Nob dy 
knows what they really are. She renders them as they appear to her, well 
knowing that they may appear to others differently. Nothing quite exists ou -
side the mind that perceives, infers, reasons. Miss Cather's mind has a 
romantic glow. 
In t he time of which she writes in her latest novel, Quebec was not much mor 
than a village of two thousand inhabitants living on the slope of the fortre a 
and down by the river. Time is measured by the sailing of the ships 
one summer and their return the next. This shuttle weaving from the old lan 
The pioneers are always dependent on the mother la lid, to the new is her motif. 
not only for material things but for cultural standards and the sense of 
continui ty in life. On the contrary, they are always breaking up the inheri ed 
forms and ideas under the disciplines and spiritual stresses of their 
So the gentle-souled daughter of the exiled apothecary, motherless at 
strives to keep house and live graciously as the mother taught her t hey live in 
old France. For its economic existence, the town relies upon trading with 
I ndians; too often, furs for brandy. The town was also the outpost for 
mi s sionary work with the Indians , along the st. Lawrence and far back into tti 
It was a New Fra II e woods. vast domains were explored and claimed for France. 
north of a New England. Miss Cather's purpose is to tell about the life of e 
people on the rook, far from home. Most of all she dwells upon the mentalit 
of t he immigrants who brought into the wilderness with them the ideas of a w 
ordered universe which had become fixed in their minds by the teachings of t 
Catholic Church when they were children in France. God and the angela wer e 
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lways near them in the beauty of the landscape, in the sun and the moon and 
he stars, and in the many miracles God wrought for their happiness. So ther 
as little or no sickness for the home they had left beyond the sea. What 
as tragic in their lives is kept well in the background. Everywhere the 
olony is invested with a poetic glamour by beautiful descriptions of the roc 
hrough the changing seasons of the year: 
'It was the first day of June. Before dawn a wild calling and twittering 
of birds in the bushes on the cliff-aide above the apothecary's back doo 
announced clear weather. When the sun came up over the Ile d'Orleans, t e 
rock of Kebec stood gleaming above the river like an altar with many can lea, 
1. 
or like a holy city in an old legend, shriven, sinless, washed in gold.' 
i l la Cather has, I believe, been touched and exalted by the studies of the 
ioneer Catholic church in America which she must have made in connection wit 
Death Comes for the Archbishop'. She has seen among the shadows that lie ab ·ut 
he rock on the st. Lawrence the majestic shapes of churchmen and martyrs and 
oldier governors and the stirring shapes of Indian fighters and coureurs de 
ois, and the dim, crowding shapes of lesser men and women, the thousands who 
de French Canada. She has caught them with keen, devoted eyes and sought t make 
hem tangible as they are visible, - sought, because I do not find that she 
ucceeded. The great archbishop of the southwest and his fellows, saints and 
inners, came to life in Miss Cather's hands and joined the company of those 
hom novelists have made immortal. Euclide Auclair, follower of Frontenac, 
nd his daughter Cecile, Jacques, son of La Grenouille and who knows what 
1 
andering sailor, Father Hector, Antoine Frichette, Pierre Charron, the ahoe-
ker and his mother, the drummer boy and the recluse of Montreal remain 
lovely, exquisite ghosts, - but ghosts. As has already been said, 
no plot to'Shadows on the Rock'. It is a sensitive record of two ye rs 
1. 'Shadows on the Rock' - page 159. 
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in ~uebec, precisely what life was like just before Frontenac died, what was 
the spirit ot it, what people did and believed, and how Frontenac's life and 
death affected Auclair, the advanced and liberal-minded apothecary whose patr)n 
he was, and Auclair's daughter, a true Canadienne. It is made up of such sce~es 
as lendcolor to bare history and such incidents as give hagiographers their 
material. Its characters are beautifully represented; its descriptions rich. 
It has great charm. It is written in a warm, living and carefully restrained 
prose, soothing and enriching. But it has nq theme. The shadows have no sou s. 
'Death Comes for the Archbishop' was a bell, ringing between heaven and earth 
its deep reverberations going on and on and on into space. 'Shadows on the 
Rock' is a bell, too, a pure thin tinkle in a sanctuary; beautiful but not 
:vast. 
Conclusion: an appreciation. 
~o American writer writes more beautifully than Miss Cather, with more care f r 
the just word, for the pure phrase, for the noble and elevated idea. It is n 
longer necessary to say that she is in the very front rank of American noveli ts. 
There are thousands of persons who would put her securely in first place; but 
~omparisons o~ this sort are unnecessary to establish her quality. Wherever er 
r lace, it is hers and hers alone. She can claim undisputed title to it by 
r irtue of her unceasing labor in the cause of fine writing. She has given 
herself to it with the ardor of one of her own religieuses, and the results 
I pave been altogether worthy of her devotion. 
IB.lmost alone among living novelists Willa Cather gi vea intelligent, even 
passionate comfort to those readers who believe in human virtue as something 
~roud, rich and memorable. Her books are like generous vacations from the · 
lworld which her contemporaries, as a rule, examine in their fictions with a 
I 
~arsh and feline scrutiny. Pi~torially rich, 'Shadows on the Rock' is dramat -
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cally somewhat thin. Its excellence must be discovered not in the weight an ' 
thrust of the major events to which it refers but in the idyllic or pathetic 
touches which make up the flesh of the actual story. The historical implica-
tion is scarcely stressed; the story moves with a kind of pastoral sweetness 
and beauty through the year's events as revealed to the eyes and heart of 
little Cecile while the grim old Count Frontenac ebbs to death in the chatea 
on the grim rock. 
Of course the professional critics are not as happy about this book as many 
others are. No longer does one expect them to be really enthusiastic about 
anything. Their sole business is to look for flaws and magnify them many-fol 
or to treat a thing of beauty like this, in the light .of a historical survey 
and show how it represents a decline, like a downward curve on a graph depict ng 
the business cycle. But read it and enjoy it as I did. You will probably wa l t 
to visit and re-visit old Quebec, and see for yourself the old Hotel Dieu, or 
the site of the old Chateau, where the old count l i ved and died because fate 
perverse would not let him die in the land of his fathers. Or you may want t see 
the old Hospital General, where the old Bishop de Saint-Vaillier lived in his 
later years, and died finally, somewhat broken and repentant. Or you may eve . 
ant to see once again the old Chateau at Versailles and see the descendents If 
he old carp to which Louis XIV t hrew whole loaves of bread while his country 
ertainly you would want to read the description of All Soul ' s Day in old 
ebec: 
'To the older people of Kebec , All Soul's Day was a day of sad remembrance 
Their minds went back to churches and cemeteries far away. Now the long 
closed season was upon them, and there would be no letters, no word of an, 
nee - tor seven The last letters 
that came in the autumn always brought disturbing news to one household 
ano.ther; word that a mother was failing, that a son had been wounded in 
wars, that a sister had gone into a decline. Friends et· home seemed to 
~orget how Canadians would have these gloomy tidings to brood upon all th long 
winter and the long spring, so that many a man and woman dreaded the arri lal 
of those longed-for summer ships. 
Fears for the sick and old so far away, sorrow ~or those who died last ye 
five years ago - many years ago - memories of families once together and l w 
scattered; these things hung over the rock of Kebec on this day of the de ld 
like the dark ~ogs ~rom the river. The chee~l ~aces were those in the 
convents. The Ursulines and the Hospitalieres, indeed, were scarcely 
exiles. When they came across the Atlantic, they brought their family wi, 
them, their kindred, their closest friends. In whatever little wooden ve sel 
they have laboured across the sea, they carried all; they brought to Cana~a 
the Holy Family, the saints and martyrs, the glorious company of the Apos Ilea , 
the heavenly host. 
They had the same well-ordered universe about them: this all-important ea 
created by God for a great purpose, the sun which He made to light it by 
the moon which He made to light it by night - and the stars, made to beau 
the vault of heaven like frescoes and to be a clock and compass to man. d 
in this safe, lovingly arranged and ordered universe (not too vast, thoug I nobly 
spacious), in this congenial universe, the drama of man went on at Quebec 
as at home, and the Sisters played their accustomed part in it. a, 
those who were cloistered and those who came and went about the town, wer 
always cheerful, never lugubrious. Their voices, even when they spoke 
through the veiled grille, were pleasant and i nspiriting to hear. 
them s oke good French, some the exquisite French of Tours. They 
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blithely, elegantly. When on parting from a stranger, a Sister said pleas-
antly : 'I hope we shall meet in heaven,' that meant nothing doleful, - it 
1. 
meant a happy appointment, for tomorrow, perhaps!' 
~nd so it is that we come to the end of this review of Miss Cather's latest 
work . It is with bright incidents, slight, perhaps, but precious, that this 
story of old Quebec in 1697 and 1698, the last year of Frontenac's life, is 
~oncerned. FOr the most part they are incidents that illustrate the paradox 
lof life in such a settlement: the men and women that they introduce are poise ~etween the vast uncertainties of frontier isolation and the unshaken, very r ial, 
The characters move in two worlds l~ery consoling certainties of their faith. 
both far removed from modern experience and for that reason romantically 
l ttractive to many modern minds. Tenderly, delicately, Miss Cather presents 
khese precious incidents of hers, thus re-creating in a most convincing 
Pashion, a cultural and spiritual situation glamorous in itself and made daub y 
glamorous by the magic of her pen. 
~t the end of the past three decades of crude realism, Freudism, and inchoate 
~nglish, shallow philosophy and so-called 'sophistication', the work of Wille 
pether, because she has seen such high stars end so ably and unswervingly 
[
allowed them, must now stand as one of the most eminently encouraging litera ·r 
igns of that outmoded period. Remote from her age, in that she has subscribEd 
o none of its. more meretricious phases, she is by that very fact a most endu ing 
part of it. 
Vhen I read the story, I had one of those evenings when I became so engrossed in 
he story that I could not lay it down until I had finished it. After it had 
peen read, I could do nothing more but sit back ~ mighty heave, wish there were more to read of 
II 
romantic past into which it had projected mel 
in my comfortable chair, end ~ i th 
that exquisite beauty and · 
1. 'Shadows on the Rock' -Book 2 Cecile and jacques- pages ~6,97,~8. 
CONCLUSION 
A humble appreciation of Willa Cather, - the artist. 
The more beautiful examples of turquoise are flecked in their flawless blue b , 
spots of lustrous brown, the matrix, a link with common soil. What would be 
1
an imperfection in another stone 
what similar feeling is inspired 
in this one becomes an enrichment. 
by Willa Cather 's fiction. 
A some-
~he most cunning art enters into her work; but owing to the nature of her 
rnaterial, its effect is extremely divergent. Sometimes, as in 'A Lost Lady', 
't becomes the art that conceals art. Again, in a book like 'The Professor's 
House' the design puzzles great numbers of readers, who pronounce it broken 
and artificial . 
)thers see a Stone Mountain and quarry the blocks from which a group of figurEs, 
some representation of flowing life will be fashioned. Miss Cather prefers td 
carve a little on the face of the mountain. The disposition of veins and 
~olors, the accident of fissures in the rock. are things to be taken advantagE 
)f; and their stubbornness may influence the composition itself. 
?ome one created the mountain; it is well to hesitate before pronouncing it 
~hap<Hess and meaningless, and there is no certainty that it was intended to 
provi de our toys . Life, too, is a great bulk and a vast upheaval, a creation 
Por some purpose which, perhaps, we do not fully understand. It is well to 
~espect its integrity, to be scrupulous to its outline, to work upon it 
I ~umbly. If we are very painstaking , very fortunate, we may bring out by our 
relief some hidden aspect of its beauty, reveal its interior power. If we arE 
~rtists, that is, like Miss Cather. J:i'or the rest of us life is like the grea 
ock in New Mexico which bears the inscriptions of those Spanish explorers 
~assing under its deep shadow over three hundred years ago. 'Paso por aqui' 
l:lach one wrote, subscribing the year and his name. 'Passed by here' we 
cratch on the rock, with labor - but the date and the name are lost! 
o figure of contemporary American literature is more interesting or more 
mportant than Miss Willa Cather. She is, in fact, that 'rare avis', an 
utochthonous American author. Born in Virginia and 'translated' at an early 
pressionable age to the immense, astonishingly fecund prairie of Nebraska, 
here Pole and German, Slav and Czech and Anglo-Saxon with their varied and 
onflicting customs and traditions are being slowly merged into an indigenous 
r hole, where 'East' means Chicago and New York is as remote as New South Wale , 
er roots are deep in the soil . Her novels are remarkable ~or their exquisite 
conomy, a charm of manner and a gift of fusing her materials into a single-
inded and extraordinarily vivid narrative which derives little of its veri-
imilitude and beauty from the canon of an older prose. Her talent has had i 
I 
ourishment and inspiration wholly in that seciton of the American scene whic 
orms the subject of her novels. Unlike Mr. Sinclair Lewis, who finds the 
wkward age of the robust and probably too prosperous Middle West ridiculous 
II lgar, Miss Cather seems to hang over her landscape with something of the 
d 
enderness of its own early summer sky. Indeed, alone among her contemporarie , 
he has pursued an independent path, abstaining rather from that criticism of 
~rican customs and American manners which has recently become so commonplace 
I characteristic of American fiction. It is possibly this fundamental differe 
!his sensitive and patient understanding that Miss Cather brings to her 
!f the beginnings of a new civilizatio~, which make her more important, 
/nd certainly more interesting than almost any other living American novelist. 
or that, after all. is the American scene - that inarticulate conglomeration 
ce, 
tion 
f 
1 half-assimilated people moving steadily through the vicissitudes of li~e in he 
rude to a single destiny of racial culture and completeness. Not New York, n t I -
oston or Baltimore, say, with their inherited traditions of leisure and aria-
tocracy, and their learning brought over bodily from England three hundred 
years ago; no. The Republic which came into being on July 4, 1776, was 
admittedly a product of exactly those traditions, and it was the obvious 
intention of its gifted authors,nnoreover, to establish a Whig oligarchy in 
America without the inconvenient decoration of the Crown; but there is fre-
quently a drawing back to the very best intentions: they are ap~ to get loosE 
and go astray. They went astray in this case somewhat sooner than usual, fo 
the business geographically got out of hand at once, and, as the acquisition of 
territory rapidly exceeded even the most ambitious ideas of the birth-rate, 
the population had to be recruited from the more satisfactory philoprogeniti e 
races of Europe - the German, the Scandinavian, the Latin and so on. The 
character of the whole scheme changed, of course, immediately. Behind a nar ow 
strip of the Atlantic sea-board the Republic took on an un-Anglo-Saxon aspec 
which was as vigorous as it was disconcerting, and, in that bewilderinglY en<rmous 
expanse of country between the Alleghenies and the Rocky Mountains, innumera le 
communities sprang up and quickly prospered, which, cut off from each other r 
differences of speech and vastness of distances, preserved almost intact the 
habits and traditions of a dozen fondly recollected European cultures. View ng 
this scene, so apparently chaotic, Miss Cather has fixed for us the derini te 
beginnings of another civilization and brought into the focus of her exquisi e 
clear prose and varied differences, the confused but gradually uniting patte jn 
and philosophy of American life. 
What works Willa Cather will yet give us it would be rash to say, for who, 
when 'A Lost Lady' was her latest work, could have foreseen 'The Professor's 
House,' or who reading in 1925 could have guessed that in would ever be 
followed in quick succession by books as difrerent from each other and from 
it as '1tr Mortal Enemy' and 'Death Comes for the Archbishop'. Safer, more 
I~ 
profitable, however eagerly we may await her next book, to look back from th 
lofty altitudes of ground that Willa Cather has conquered and made hera (and 
ours) forever. 
Calm, pitiless denunciation of all that tends to standardize or to emasculat men, to 
enslave them to mechanical rules or, worse still, to mechanical pleasures; 
impassioned vindication of passion, romantic evasion into the past or the 
far-away; a strong sense of reality, a strong sense of the importance and thj 
beauty of the thousand little touches that go to the making and recreating o 
landscape or man; a sound valuation of the interdependence of intelligence, 
moral energy, and physical vigor; and an appreciation of the beauty of simple 
single-manded human effort and of wild, untamed nature; as vivid an apprecia-
l
tion of the beauty of culture,refinement, complexity, and the beauty of a 
landscape humanized by suffering or by art - Willa Cather has all these, and re, 
l er world is a harmonious whole, a well-balanced world for all its glorificat on 
r f passion and of feeling. Her work is a classical work. Classical, because 
~ts innate romanticism is checked by realism and both are made subservient to an 
l r dent love of life and a respect for truth. Classical, because the problems she 
tudies are problems of general and permanent interest. Classical because of 
ts style. 
style with the translucence of sky; a beauty, cool, grave, persuasive; deep 
~ r eeling under perfect control. A style so utterly purged of opaque rhetoric, 
~o unobstrusive and smooth-going, so free from mannerism and over-emphasis, s 
I ntimately welded to the thought or feeling that, as in Racine's case, wherea 
o reader can fail to remark its distinction or be moved by its absence of 
I heap emotion, only the analytical mind, only the reader who reads twice, wil 
notice its infallible choice of the right epithet and the right word, and its 
ncomparable clarity. A truly classical style, expressive in its restraint, 
I 
original and yet not eccentric, old and new, easily contemporary with all time. 
There is a clear, unmistakable point of .departure, which is neither feeble nJ · 
derivitive, in the present trend of fiction in America, and it is for this 
reason if no other that Miss Cather looms so largely on the literary horizon 
of the United States. Her finest book quite possibly remains to be written; put 
with her sense of the American scene, her exquisite perception of character 
and her freshness of style, Miss Cather will some day write a novel which wil 
crystallize forever the distinct and definite American tradition which she 
has done more to establish than any other American novelist. In the romance 
j nd disillusion and rewards of the Middle West she has found the secret of a 
new and glamorous prose narrative. 
. ..... 
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Sill/l!'TARY 
The following subjects have been treated at length in this thesis and each 
main subject has been analyzed according to the sub-divisions which appear 
with it. 
Introduction: Willa Cather, the novelist. 
'Death Comes for the Archbishop' - briefly the theme, the characters, the 
action, the style, the descriptions, the author's perspective, 
the realism, the naturalism, the outstanding qualities, and 
an appreciation. 
'A Lost Lady' - briefly the theme, the characters, the construction and the 
atmosphere of the novel, the descriptions, and an appreciati)n. 
'Alex~a1er's Bridge' - briefly the theme, the psychological study, the char3cters, 
the descriptive passages, and an appreciation. 
'wtr Mortal Enemy' - briefly the theme, the chief fault - lack of analysis, 
the favorable aspects of the book, unfavorable comment on th 
story, comparison with 'A Lost Lady', the descriptions. 
'0 Pioneers!' -briefly the theme, the dedicat ion, the characters, the styl , 
the construction, the descriptions, the conclusion. 
' NW Antonia' -briefly the theme, the cosmopolitan touch in the novel, Anto ia-
the most appealing of all 1liss Cather's heroines, the outsta ding 
defect of the book, the outstanding passages in the book, th 
conclusion - an appreciation. 
'One of Ours' - briefly the theme, the characters, the treatment of the the e 
and the characters, Claude, the style, the one unfortunate n te 
in the story, an appreciation. 
'The Professor's House' - briefly the theme, the form and treatment of the 
novel, the character of Godfrey St. Peter, the symbolism of he 
title, the characters, the descriptive passages, an appreciation. 
' Shadows on the Rock' -briefly the theme, the treatment, the Shadows, the 
characters, the action and political history in the story, the 
philosophy of l i fe and art in the novel, and the conclusion - an 
appreciation. 
The conclusion: A humble appreciation of Willa Cather, the artist. 
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